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This book is about education in America but it began as a book about 
education in China. My original intention was to write about the mam- 
moth challenges China faces in education to curb America's surging 
enthusiasm for China's education practices that seem to be an object of 
admiration, a model of excellence, or a source of competitive students 
who will threaten America's future. I was going to write about China's 
efforts to decentralize curriculum and textbooks, diversify assessment 
and testing, and encourage local autonomy and innovations in order to 
cultivate creativity and well-rounded talents. I was also going to write 
about China's repeated failures and unwavering desire to undo the 
damages of testing and standardization. But while I was going through 
the reform policies, scholarly writings, and online discussion forums 
and blogs about education in China, I realized that what China wants 
is what America is eager to throw away — an education that respects 
individual talents, supports divergent thinking, tolerates deviation, 
and encourages creativity; a system in which the government does not 
dictate what students learn or how teachers teach; and culture that does 
not rank or judge the success of a school, a teacher, or a child based on 
only test scores in a few subjects determined by the government. 

Having grown up in China, experienced the Chinese education 
system as both a student and teacher, and closely studied its history 
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and recent reforms as a researcher, I understand the reasons behind its 
reforms. China is determined to transform from a labor-intensive, low- 
level manufacturing economy into an innovation-driven knowledge 
society. An innovation-driven society is driven by innovative people. 
Innovative people cannot come from schools that force students to 
memorize correct answers on standardized tests or reward students 
who excel at regurgitating dictated spoon-fed knowledge. Thus China 
decided to change its "test-oriented education" into "talent-oriented 
education." To engineer this change, China made a conscious, global 
search for models — education systems that are good at producing 
innovative talents. As a country with the most Nobel laureates, most 
original patents, most scientific discoveries in the 20th century, and 
largest economy in the world, the United States of America seems a 
reasonable candidate. 

In the meantime, the U.S. has been trying hard to implement 
what China has been trying to be rid of. An increasing number of states 
and the federal government have begun to dictate what students 
should learn, when they should learn it, and how their learning is 
measured through state-mandated curriculum standards, high school 
exit exams, and the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). There are calls 
for even more centralization and standardization through national 
standards and national testing, as well as through rewarding or mea- 
suring schools and teachers based on test scores. 

I find this trend in American education perplexing. If China, a 
developing country aspiring to move into an innovative society, has 
been working to emulate U.S. education, why does America want to 
abandon it? Furthermore, why does America want to adopt practices 
that China and many other countries have been so eager to give up? 
But most vexing is why Americans, who hold individual rights and 
liberty in the highest regard, would allow the government to dictate 
what their children should learn, when they should learn it, and how 
they are evaluated? 

What really pushed me to abandon my original writing plan is 
what I've witnessed over the last few years: broad damage inflicted by 
NCLB as well as the growing enthusiasm for more standardization 
and centralization. Frankly, when NCLB was passed, I did not expect 
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it to have much impact on what goes on in American schools, given my 
experience with past reform movements. Apparently, I was wrong. 

I was proven wrong by my son about five years ago. One day at 
breakfast he told me that he had figured out how to get a better score 
for his writing on the MEAP, the standardized testing Michigan uses to 
satisfy NCLB requirements. I knew he had always been a good writer 
for his age but he did not receive a great score on the MEAP that year. 
I actually did not care but he seemed concerned and had been working 
on an improvement strategy. My heart sank as he was explaining to me 
how he would improve his score. The essence of his strategy was to 
stop being creative and imaginative. Instead he would follow the scor- 
ing rubric, which was analyzed and taught by his teacher. Indeed his 
score improved the next round. Because of this experience and many 
other reasons, we decided that it was best to move him to a school that 
was not governed by NCLB. So he left public education in 10th grade. 

I've also been proven wrong about my assumption that NCLB 
was just another reform movement by the many teachers and school 
leaders I've met in the last few years. Since 2004, 1 have given about 
200 presentations to groups of teachers and education leaders on the 
topic of how schools must work to cultivate a diversity of talents, 
global competence, and digital competencies to cope with a world that 
has been significantly altered by globalization and technology. My 
audiences have been diverse and have included local school boards, 
legislators, community leaders, business leaders, as well as teachers, 
principals, superintendents, and technology specialists. The occasions 
have ranged from school opening days, professional development 
events, and national and international conferences. I've been invited 
to speak by teachers unions, local schools, state and national educa- 
tion professional organizations, and universities. I would like to think 
my audiences liked what I said because the number of requests for my 
presentation has been on the rise over the years. But almost every time 
I finish my talk, I am asked, "We agree with you, but what about AYP 
(Adequate Yearly Progress)?" 

Then came more systematically gathered evidence that proved 
me wrong. Several studies discovered that NCLB caused a large pro- 
portion of schools to teach to the test and to reduce instructional time 
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for subjects not required by NCLB. It has also been found that in order 
to raise test scores in NCLB-required areas, many teachers changed 
their instructional focus and pedagogical style. Some states, schools, 
and teachers have even been found to cheat on behalf of their students 
in order to meet the NCLB requirements. 

The outcomes of NCLB were exactly what I had feared but refused 
to acknowledge. Based on my understanding of test-driven education 
systems such as those in China, Singapore, and South Korea, I antici- 
pated that NCLB would perhaps raise test scores in the required subject 
areas but the nonrequired subjects would suffer and so would educa- 
tors' morale and conduct. And that schools would eventually turn into 
test preparation institutions as the public learns to accept test scores as 
the only indication of performance for students, teachers, and schools. 

The damages of NCLB are certainly disturbing, but what is even 
more fearsome is its spirit because while the law may be changed, its 
spirit seems to have a life of its own and keeps growing bigger and 
bigger. Although many have criticized the specifics of NCLB — whether 
the mandates are sufficiently funded, how AYP should be calculated, 
or whether it is realistic to implement the mandates — very few have 
challenged its spirit. Talks about national standards, international 
benchmarking, and more accountability are gaining momentum. 

The spirit of NCLB is a chain of reasoning that goes like the fol- 
lowing: American education is in crisis. This crisis is proven by two 
"achievement gaps": one international and the other domestic. The 
international gap is indicated by American students' consistently poor 
performances in international tests. The domestic achievement gap is 
the gap in test scores and other achievement measures such as high 
school graduation rates between inner-city minority students and 
their suburban peers. The crisis is assumed to have resulted from 
teachers and school leaders who are unwilling or unable to hold high 
expectations of their students and deliver high-quality instruction 
because they have become complacent or lazy. The solution is to hold 
these educators accountable for producing measurable outcomes with 
a variety of incentives and punishments including publishing school 
performances, allowing school choice, reorganizing low-performing 
schools, and possibly using performance-based teacher pay. 
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Standardization and centralization of curriculum and assessment 
are essential ingredients of this solution for an obvious reason. Unless 
all schools in a state or the whole nation is held to teach the same 
curriculum and all students are assessed using the same tests, it is 
impossible to compare what and how much students are taught or to 
distinguish good schools and teachers from poor ones. For this and 
other reasons, such as the moral argument that all students deserve 
and are able to study the same rigorous curriculum, standards have 
become one of the most enthusiastically embraced concepts in recent 
U.S. education reform efforts. 

Although there are many problems with the well-intentioned 
spirit of NCLB, the most serious consequence is that it leads to homog- 
enization of talents. While the intention is to ensure every child receives 
a good education, the problem is that NCLB practically defines good 
education as being able to show good scores in a limited number of 
subjects. Thus as schools conform to the standardized curriculum and 
attempt to provide "good education" so defined, children are deprived 
of opportunities to develop talents in other areas. In addition, those 
children who do not perform well on the required tests at the required 
time are discriminated against because they are considered less able 
and "at risk." Theoretically, different schools can teach more than what 
is mandated. In reality schools must ensure that they do well in areas 
that affect their reputation and standing, which means the subjects 
that are counted in standardized testing. It is also theoretically possi- 
ble to develop standards for a broad range of subjects and activities 
and require all schools teach the same curriculum nationally or state- 
wide, like what China used to do. But even in the case of China, only 
subjects that count in the high-stakes College Entrance Exam receive 
serious attention. In the U.S., such an effort is not even possible. The 
Clinton administration supported the development of national stan- 
dards for nine subjects, but most of them failed to be accepted because 
of disagreement over what should be included in each subject. 

As a result of adopting national standards, schools will produce 
a homogenous group of individuals with the same abilities, skills, and 
knowledge. Such a result will be disastrous to America and Americans 
because as globalization and technology continue to change the world, 
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America needs a citizenry of creative individuals with a wide range of 
talents to sustain its tradition of innovation. Americans need talents 
and abilities that are not available at a lower price elsewhere on earth. 
American education, despite its many problems, has at least the basics 
that support the production of a more diverse pool of talents. How- 
ever, these basics are being discarded by NCLB and similarly spirited 
reform efforts. 

The spirit of NCLB also denies the real cause of education 
inequality — poverty, funding gaps, and psychological damages 
caused by racial discrimination — by placing all responsibilities on 
schools and teachers. While schools can definitely do a lot to help chil- 
dren overcome certain difficulties, their influence has limits. 

In a way, the reforms that aim to save America are actually put- 
ting America in danger. NCLB is sending American education into 
deeper crisis because it is likely to lead increasing distrust of educators, 
disregard of students' individual interests, destruction of local auton- 
omy and capacity for innovation, and disrespect for human values. 

Although NCLB and its damages were the impetus for this book, I 
did not write this book to criticize NCLB. Rather, I focused this book on 
the real challenges America faces and how to address them. It also dis- 
cusses how recent reforms have served to distract our attention from the 
real crisis and have the potential to destroy what America already has to 
be prepared for the future world. The book begins with a discussion 
about the current reform efforts in the United States and why they are 
misguided, followed by a historical account of how the current reforms 
came into being. I then offer an abbreviated version of the book I was 
going to write about education in China to show the danger of central- 
ization, standardization, and testing. The primary purpose of this book 
is to change the discourse about education, to move away from focusing 
on the past and move toward focusing on the future. Thus I devoted 
two chapters discussing what the future world might be like as a result 
of globalization and technological changes. These changes demand us 
to rethink what knowledge is of value in the future. The knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, and perspectives that will be valuable are discussed in 
the subsequent chapters. The final chapter makes some specific sugges- 
tions for policy makers, school leaders, and education practitioners. 
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Although I did not get to complete my book about education 
in China, I am content with my decision. Doing research and writing 
this book has been an immensely rewarding experience. I have been 
living in the United States for more than a decade. I have been a stu- 
dent, a professor, and a parent of two students in American education. 
I have also conducted research in many schools and interacted with 
policy makers, educators, parents, and business leaders. So in many 
ways, I am an "insider" of American education. But I have been fortu- 
nate to have been invited to work with educators in over a dozen 
countries in recent years and spend about one third of my time out- 
side the U.S. each year to remain an "outsider." This book provided 
me the opportunity to integrate both my insider and outsider experi- 
ences and perspectives. 

American education is at a crossroads. There are two paths in 
front of us: one in which we destroy our strengths in order to "catch 
up" with others in test scores and one in which we build on our 
strengths so we can keep the lead in innovation and creativity. It is my 
hope that this book can help change the discourse about education in 
the United States and convince some of the readers that "leading the 
way" is a better idea. 



January 30, 2009 
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Recent Education Reform 
in the United States 



I have never let my schooling interfere with my education. 

— Mark Twain 

The direction in which education starts a man will 
determine his future life. 

—Plato 



January 7, 2008, was an unusually nice day for Chicago. On this day 
President George W. Bush brought a present to Chicago's Horace 
Greeley Elementary School. He came to announce that the school had 
been named a federal Blue Ribbon School, 1 of 12 in Illinois and 239 
nationwide. With Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings by his 
side, Bush emphasized that this Blue Ribbon honor was not the same 
as those that might have been given at an earlier time, during what he 
termed a "kind of a feel-good era." Instead, he said, "it's a Blue Ribbon 
School because it's excelling. It's meeting standards" (Bush, 2008). 
And the evidence was Greeley's improved performance on tests: a 
gain of more than 36 percentage points since 2002 on the Illinois State 
Achievement Tests, to 83.3 percent of students meeting or exceeding 
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state standards. Math scores had increased even more dramatically — 
up almost 52 percentage points to 90.2 in 2007 from 38.3 percent in 
2002. Bush called Greeley "a center of excellence" and praised the 
school principal as a person who understood that "we have got to set 
high standards for our children and work with the teachers to achieve 
those standards" (Bush, 2008). 

On the eve of the sixth anniversary of the day he signed the No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), Bush used the occasion to call for the 
reauthorization of the law. Greeley was selected as the site for a rea- 
son: it exemplified the kind of results NCLB intended — improved 
scores on standardized tests for minority students. It proved, at least 
in his mind, that NCLB was working well. With a significant Hispanic 
population and new immigrants among its students, Greeley "is a 
school that is exceeding expectations because of high standards and 
using the accountability system as a tool to make sure that no child is 
left behind" (Bush, 2008). 

The Greeley event highlighted the defining characteristics of 
education reform efforts in the United States during the early years of 
the 21st century: (1) excellence equals good test scores in math and 
reading, and (2) standards- and test-based accountability is the tool to 
achieve such excellence. 



Test Scores as Indicators of Quality 

No Child Left Behind has undoubtedly been the most significant com- 
ponent of recent education reform efforts in the United States. Although 
it intends to ensure that every child receives a good education so no 
child is left behind, its definition of good education is good scores on 
standardized tests in reading and math. The law requires that all chil- 
dren be given state assessments in reading and math in grades 3 
through 8. If a child fails the test, she is judged not to have received a 
good education from the school. If the school does not make Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP) on student test scores, the school is considered 
not providing a good education to its students and is labeled "in need 
of improvement." The school then faces serious sanctions — from allow- 
ing its students to move to other schools to being restructured. Schools 
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that produce good scores are considered good education providers. 
Those that see significant increases in test scores, such as Greeley, are 
rewarded and honored. 

Although the current version of NCLB does not focus on high 
schools, it requires reading and math to be tested at least once from 
grades 10 to 12, and testing in science was proposed by the Bush 
administration. In addition, 22 states have enacted burgeoning high 
school reforms requiring students to pass a state exit exam to receive 
their high school diploma. In 2006, 65 percent of the nation's high 
school students and 76 percent of its minority high school students 
were enrolled in school in these 22 states. 

Math, reading, and perhaps science have become the most val- 
ued content of education. Students who perform poorly on a state 
math or reading test are considered at risk, no matter how well they 
do in other areas. Schools, too, are judged by their students' perfor- 
mance on math and reading tests, regardless of what other educational 
opportunities they provide. As Bush said during his visit to Greeley, 
his philosophy started with a "refusal to accept school systems that do 
not teach every child how to read and write and add and subtract" 
(Bush, 2008). 

The virtually exclusive emphasis on math, reading, and science is 
also evidenced by the American Competitiveness Initiative ( ACI) Bush 
proposed in his 2006 State of the Union address: 

[W]e need to encourage children to take more math and science, and to 
make sure those courses are rigorous enough to compete with other 
nations. We've made a good start in the early grades with the No Child 
Left Behind Act, which is raising standards and lifting test scores across 
our country. Tonight I propose to train 70,000 high school teachers to 
lead advanced-placement courses in math and science, bring 30,000 
math and science professionals to teach in classrooms, and give early 
help to students who struggle with math, so they have a better chance at 
good, high-wage jobs. If we ensure that America's children succeed in 
life, they will ensure that America succeeds in the world. 

The high school reforms in many states show the same tendency. 
Many states have increased the number of required courses in math, 
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English, and science. And in most states, the high school exit exams 
are primarily in those three subjects. 

The almost exclusive emphasis on math, reading, and science is 
also clearly evidenced by funding appropriations. For example, 
NCLB's Reading First program has received more than $5 billion since 
2002. No other subjects have received the same attention. A U.S. 
Department of Education initiative titled Strengthening Education: 
Meeting the Challenge of a Changing World was released in February 
2006, following Bush's State of the Union address. The document lists 
Bush's education agenda for 2006. It states, "The American Competi- 
tiveness Initiative [ACI] commits $5.9 billion in FY 2007, and more 
than $136 billion over 10 years, to increase investments in research and 
development, and strengthen education and workforce training" (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2006). Programs on Bush's 2006 education 
agenda fall into four categories: 

• The FY 2007 commitment to education is $380 million, which 
emphasizes math instruction from the earliest grade levels and ensures 
that high schools offer more challenging coursework. 

• The High School Reform Initiative will bring high standards 
and accountability to high schools by aligning their academic goals 
and performance with the No Child Left Behind Act. 

• Additional Current Math and Science Initiatives: The Depart- 
ment of Education's FY 2007 overall request for math and science ini- 
tiatives, including funding for ACI, is a 51.3 percent increase over the 
2006 amount. 

• The National Language Security Initiative will address our short- 
age of people who speak languages critical to our national security and 
global competitiveness by encouraging earlier and stronger course- 
work in critical need foreign languages from kindergarten through 
postsecondary education; increasing proficiency among all speakers; 
and providing incentives for government service and teaching critical 
need foreign languages (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). 

Foreign language education is the only other subject mentioned 
besides reading, math, and science, but it is the last item, and no spe- 
cific dollar amount or actions are specified. And the mere $114 million 
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for the National Language Security Initiative actually requested by 
Bush for FY 2007 was to be shared across the departments of Educa- 
tion, State, and Defense, and the Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence. As a result, the Department of Education requested $57 
million, almost a rounding error compared with the amount devoted 
to Reading First. 

Standards and Accountability 

Accountability is an exercise in hope. When we raise 
academic standards, children raise their academic sights. 
When children are regularly tested, teachers know 
where and how to improve. When scores are known to 
parents, parents are empowered to push for change. When 
accountability for our schools is real, the results for our 
children are real. 

— George W. Bush 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2002) 

This quote in a PowerPoint presentation used by the U.S. Department 
of Education to explain NCLB best explains the logic of the reform 
and underscores the central role of accountability, standards, and 
testing in the reform efforts. No Child Left Behind required that all 
states develop rigorous curriculum standards in math and reading 
following its passage, and in science by 2005. Today all 50 states have 
developed such standards and grade-level expectations. These stan- 
dards must be reviewed and approved by the U.S. Department of 
Education. 

To ensure implementation of these standards, tests must be devel- 
oped. Every state has developed standardized tests according to these 
standards. Some states even prescribed textbooks to go with these 
standards, requiring publishing companies and authors to include 
and cover certain topics in depth. 
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No Child Left Behind has also mandated an extensive account- 
ability system involving the state and the local education agency 
(LEA). Specific responsibilities are assigned to the various agencies 
involved in education, and punitive consequences are explicitly 
spelled out if the agency fails to fulfill its responsibilities. States and 
schools have developed elaborate systems to collect, analyze, and 
report data required by NCLB to show Adequate Yearly Progress. To 
further hold schools accountable, data on student performance must 
be published in local papers, and a school report card, with informa- 
tion about school performance as judged by NCLB requirements, must 
be provided to parents. 



Closing the Achievement Gap: 
Goals of Recent Reform Efforts 

The massive reform efforts in the United States have been intended to 
close two types of so-called achievement gaps in order to deliver a bet- 
ter future for America and all Americans. The first is the gap inside the 
United States and among the different subgroups of the population; 
the second is the gap between the United States and other countries. In 
the NCLB proposal released by President Bush on July 3, 2001, the 
Executive Summary begins with mention of these two gaps: 

As America enters the 21st Century full of hope and promise, too many 
of our neediest students are being left behind. 

Today, nearly 70 percent of inner city fourth graders are unable to 
read at a basic level on national reading tests. Our high school seniors 
trail students in Cyprus and South Africa on international math tests. 
(Bush, 2001, p. 1) 

The phrase "achievement gap" is often used to refer to the per- 
formance gap between minority students, particularly African Ameri- 
can and Hispanic students, and their white peers, and similar 
disparities between students from low-income and well-off families in 
a number of areas: standardized test scores, grades, dropout rates, and 
college completion rates. For example, results of the 2003 National 
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Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) show that 39 percent of 
white students scored at the proficient level or higher in 4th grade 
reading, but only 12 percent of black students and 14 percent of His- 
panic students did so (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003b). 
The gap in math was even larger, with 42 percent of white 4th graders 
scoring at the proficient level or above and just 10 percent of black 
students and 15 percent of Hispanic students achieving the same 
result. Thirty-eight percent of 4th graders who were eligible for free 
and reduced lunch scored below basic in math, whereas only 12 per- 
cent of those who were not eligible scored at the same level (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2003c). 

Similar gaps exist in the dropout rate and the graduation rate. In 
2006, the dropout rate for white, African American, and Hispanic 
youth was 5.8 percent, 10.7 percent, and 22.1 percent, respectively 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2008). A study on high school 
graduation rates (Swanson, 2008) shows similar disparities: in 2003-04, 
high school graduation rates were 76.2 percent for whites, 57.8 percent 
for Hispanics, and 53.4 percent for blacks. The report found that in the 
nation's 50 largest urban areas, where most low-income and minority 
students reside, 

[o]nly about one-half (52 percent) of students in the principal school 
systems of the 50 largest cities complete high school with a diploma. 
That rate is well below the national graduation rate of 70 percent, and 
even falls short of the average for urban districts across the country 
(60 percent). Only six of these 50 principal districts reach or exceed 
the national average. In the most extreme cases (Baltimore, Cleveland, 
Detroit, and Indianapolis), fewer than 35 percent of students graduate 
with a diploma. (Swanson, 2008, p. 8) 

Although closing the achievement gap between subgroups of 
students within the United States has certainly been a strong moti- 
vator for the recent reforms, closing the gaps between the United 
States and other countries has perhaps been an even stronger force 
because it concerns the well-being and future of the U.S. economy and 
involves a majority of Americans, including more powerful Ameri- 
cans — the middle class and big businesses. The sense of an economic 
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threat from other countries has long been associated with the sense 
that the American education system is much inferior to those of its 
foreign competitors. 

The achievement gap between U.S. students and foreign students 
is often illustrated by citing test scores on international comparative 
tests such as the Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), 
the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), and the 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). In all these 
tests, the United States has not fared well. Results of the 1995 TIMSS 
show that U.S. students outperformed students in only 2 of 21 coun- 
tries in math and finished significantly below students in 14 countries; 
U.S. students were significantly below students in 11 of 21 countries 
in science and were significantly ahead of students in only 2 coun- 
tries. On the advanced math test, of the 15 countries participating, the 
United States was outscored by 11 countries. The PISA results were no 
better; American 15-year-olds ranked 24th among students in 40 coun- 
tries that participated in the 2003 study (Committee on Prospering in 
the Global Economy of the 21st Century [National Academies], 2006). 
In terms of reading and literacy, 4th graders' performance on PIRLS in 
2006 gave the United States a midpoint rank — 18th out of 40 countries. 
The disappointing news is that between 2001 and 2006, U.S. students' 
reading ability as measured by PIRLS did not show any measurable 
improvement, despite all the efforts of NCLB to improve reading (Baer, 
Baldi, Ayotte, & Green, 2007). 

The gap is also identified in terms of the number of students pur- 
suing degrees in math, science, engineering, and technology. In Octo- 
ber 2005, the National Academies released a report titled Rising Above 
the Gathering Storm: Energizing and Employing America for a Brighter Eco- 
nomic Future, written by a panel of 20 prominent individuals with 
diverse backgrounds. This report was the result of a study requested 
by Congress to assess America's ability to compete and prosper in the 
21st century. The panel presented the following information: 

• In South Korea, 38% of all undergraduates receive their degrees 
in natural science or engineering. In France, the figure is 47%, in China, 
50%, and in Singapore, 67%. In the United States, the corresponding 
figure is 15%. 
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• Some 34% of doctoral degrees in natural sciences (including 
the physical, biological, earth, ocean, and atmospheric sciences) and 
56% of engineering PhDs in the United States are awarded to foreign- 
born students. 

• In the U.S. science and technology workforce in 2000, 38% of 
PhDs were foreign-born. 

• Estimates of the number of engineers, computer scientists, and 
information technology students who obtain 2-, 3-, or 4-year degrees 
vary. One estimate is that in 2004, China graduated about 350,000 engi- 
neers, computer scientists, and information technologists with 4-year 
degrees, while the United States graduated about 140,000. China also 
graduated about 290,000 with 3-year degrees in these same fields, 
while the United States graduated about 85,000 with 2- or 3-year 
degrees. Over the past 3 years alone, both China and India have dou- 
bled their production of 3- and 4-year degrees in these fields, while the 
U.S. production of engineers is stagnant and the rate of production of 
computer scientists and information technologists doubled (Commit- 
tee on Prospering in the Global Economy of the 21st Century [National 
Academies], 2006, p. 16). 

To some, these kinds of gaps spell clear danger to the future of 
the United States. New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman has 
been quoted as saying, "When I was growing up, my parents told me, 
'Finish your dinner. People in China and India are starving. I tell my 
daughters, 'Finish your homework. People in India and China are 
starving for your job'" (Pink, 2005b). The world's best-known writer 
on globalization, Friedman has often used this vivid and simple image 
to warn Americans that the Chinese and the Indians may take away 
their children's jobs. 

Some have gone even further, likening the superior academic 
performance of other nations to the situation surrounding the launch 
of Sputnik, the first artificial satellite, which was once viewed as the 
symbol of the Soviet Union's superiority in military technology and 
a potent threat to the security of the United States. In 2007, Robert 
Compton, a venture capitalist, produced a documentary film to 
show how Indian and Chinese students are outdoing their American 
counterparts in education. The film, Two Million Minutes: A Global 
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Examination, compares the lives of six students in China, India, and 
the United States through their final year of high school. The point of 
the comparison is clear, at least according to the filmmaker: American 
students are squandering their precious two million minutes — the 
estimated time that students spend in high school — playing video 
games and partying, while their peers in China and India spend more 
hours studying math and science, with a strong motivation to enter 
the best colleges because they all aspire to become top scientists and 
engineers. The filmmaker compares the situation to the context sur- 
rounding Sputnik: 

Just as the Soviets' launch of a tiny satellite ignited a space race and 
impelled America to improve its science education, many experts feel 
the United States has reached its next "Sputnik moment." The goal of 
this film is to help answer the question: Are we doing enough with the 
time we have to ensure the best future for all? (Compton, 2008) 

Sputnik has been used quite frequently to invoke a sense of 
urgency among Americans by many who share Thomas Friedman's 
"they are eating our lunch" belief. A report jointly issued by "fifteen of 
[the] country's most prominent business organizations" in 2005 uses 
Sputnik as the primary rhetorical device to express their "deep concern 
about the United States' ability to sustain its scientific and technologi- 
cal superiority through this decade and beyond" (Business Round- 
table, 2005, p. 1). The report, Tapping America's Potential: The Education 
for Innovation Initiative, begins as follows: 

Almost 50 years ago, the Soviet Union shocked Americans by launching 
Sputnik, the first Earth orbit satellite. The U.S. response was immediate 
and dramatic. Less than a year later, President Eisenhower signed into 
law the National Defense Education Act, a major part of the effort to 
restore America's scientific pre-eminence. 

The signing organizations "feel strongly that the United States must 
respond to this challenge as energetically as we did to the Soviet 
Union's launching of Sputnik in the 1950s" (Business Roundtable, 2005, 
p. 2). The U.S. Department of Education expressed similar thoughts in 
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2006 in a report titled Answering the Challenge of a Changing World: 
Strengthening Education for the 21st Century: 

This global challenge requires bold action and leadership. America has 
done it before. Following the Soviet Union's 1957 launch of Sputnik, 
the world's first satellite, Congress passed and President Eisenhower 
signed into law the National Defense Education Act of 1958. . . . Today, 
America faces not a streaking satellite but a rapidly changing global 
workforce, (p. 4) 

The concerns seem to be well justified. The rise of China and 
India as the world's new economic powers is an undeniable fact. An 
average of double-digit growth in gross domestic product (GDP) over 
two decades propelled China ahead of the United Kingdom, making it 
the fourth-largest economy in the world, after the United States, Japan, 
and Germany in 2006. And India has become the epicenter of the high- 
tech boom. Multinational information technology companies have 
rushed to set up research and development centers in India. India's 
economy is set for a growth spurt. It clocked an 8.4 percent rate of 
growth in GDP for the fiscal year 2005-06, surpassing the advance 
estimate of 8.1 percent and the previous year's growth rate of 7.5 per- 
cent. But more unsettling to the United States is the future. 

China and India may have found the secret to turning their com- 
bined two billion citizens into highly competitive workers: education 
in science, math, and engineering. Statistically, even a small fraction of 
them can kick the United States out of the playground. To make mat- 
ters worse, associated with the rise of China, India, and other develop- 
ing countries is the sense that education in the United States has 
become obsolete or broken. 

"America's high schools are obsolete," said Bill Gates, then 
chairman of Microsoft, at a 2005 conference of governors and chief 
education officers from all 50 states. Not only are American high 
schools "broken, flawed, and underfunded," according to Gates, but 
"even when they're working exactly as designed, [they] cannot teach 
our kids what they need to know today," because "it's the wrong tool 
for the times" (Gates, 2005). At the same conference, Margaret Spell- 
ings, then newly appointed as secretary of education in the Bush 



12 



CATCHING UP OR LEADING THE WAY 



administration, reinforced the assessment and reiterated the call for 
reform of America's high schools. 

Others have pronounced the whole education system, not just 
high schools, to be "broken." For example, the Ed in '08 campaign 
(now Strong American Schools), supported by two of the wealthiest 
charitable organizations — the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and 
the Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation — has compiled a list of disturb- 
ing figures: 

•1.2 million students drop out of high school every year: A stu- 
dent drops out of high school every 26 seconds. That's 1.2 million per 
year — or 6,000 a day. 

• 1/4 of high school students don't graduate on time: More than 
a quarter of high school freshmen fail to graduate from high school on 
time. 

• 3 in 10 college freshmen repeat high school classes: Although 
80 percent of 10th graders plan to earn a college degree, 3 in 10 college 
freshmen have to repeat high school courses and nearly half fail to 
graduate. 

• 70% of 8th graders can't read at grade level: Seventy percent 
of 8th graders can't read at their grade level — and most will never 
catch up. 

• Math teachers lack math-related degrees: More than a third of 
middle and high school math classes are taught by someone who lacks 
even a college minor in a math-related field. 

• States set low standards: 25 million students attend school in 
states that have set proficiency standards for 4th grade reading below 
even the most basic level. 

• U.S. ranks 19th in graduation rate: America's high school grad- 
uation rate ranks 19th in the world. (Forty years ago, we were first.) 
(Strong American Schools, 2008, p. 1) 

Questioning the Achievement Gaps 

The statistics are compelling. Indeed, significant gaps separate minor- 
ity and majority students, the poor and the rich, and the United States 
and many developed and developing countries in the world. But are 



Recent Education Reform in the United States 



13 



these truly important gaps? That is, will these gaps really decide the 
future of American children? Are there more important gaps to close? 
Can the reform efforts truly close the gaps, and if so, at what costs? 

We need some criteria to make the judgment. Education is 
supposed to prepare future citizens — that is, to equip them with the 
necessary skills, knowledge, attitudes, and perspectives to live a pros- 
perous and happy life as well as to perform responsibilities required of 
them as citizens of a society. School performance, however it is mea- 
sured, is considered an early predictor of students' future success and 
an indicator of the quality of the education they receive. Thus an 
undisputable criterion would be whether the achievement gaps can 
predict future success and be used as indicators of the quality of edu- 
cation a particular school provides, which is the underlying assump- 
tion of the current reform efforts. 

The Gaps Between Majority and Minority Students 

We need to look at the gaps separately, beginning with the gaps in 
dropout and graduation rates between the minority groups, particu- 
larly Hispanics and African Americans, and the white majority. These 
gaps almost certainly put the minorities at a disadvantage for securing 
high-income jobs in the future. Plenty of evidence shows the close 
association between amount of education and future earnings. Accord- 
ing to a study by the U.S. Census Bureau, average earnings (in 1999 
dollars) were $18,900 for high school dropouts, $25,000 for high school 
graduates, $45,400 for college graduates, and $99,300 for those with 
professional degrees such as MD, JD, or DDS (Day & Newburger, 
2002). Clearly, if students drop out of school early, their chance of 
obtaining a high-income position in the future is slim. 

The gaps in test scores can have the same damaging effect on 
minority groups because test scores are closely associated with educa- 
tion experiences and access to college. Most colleges in the United 
States still use grades and scores on standardized tests such as the SAT 
and the ACT as primary criteria in the admission process. 

However, these gaps in dropout rates, graduation rates, and test 
scores are the results of a set of complex issues that the recent reform 
efforts have failed to address. David Berliner, a well-respected educa- 
tion researcher at Arizona State University, wrote in 2006: 
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I do not believe that NCLB is needed to tell us precisely where those 
failing schools are located, and who inhabits them. We have had that 
information for over a half century. For me, NCLB is merely delaying 
the day when our country acknowledges that a common characteristic 
is associated with the great majority of schools that are most in need of 
improvement. It is this common characteristic of our failing schools that 
I write about, for by ignoring it, we severely limit our thinking about 
school reform, (p. 950) 

That common characteristic is poverty. In this essay, Berliner brings in 
abundant data to show clearly that poverty significantly affects school 
performance and is responsible for the gaps between the poor, urban, 
minority students and their middle-class, suburban, white peers. 

Berliner also provides compelling evidence to show the negative 
effects of impoverished neighborhoods on the achievement of youth 
living in them, as well as the negative effects of severe medical prob- 
lems experienced by poor youth. In addition, strong evidence shows 
that even a small reduction in family poverty significantly improves 
school behavior and performance of students. The United States has 
the highest rate of child poverty among developed nations, a condi- 
tion that has persisted for decades, without clear signs of disappearing 
in the near future. In fact, Berliner suggests that the situation may have 
become worse, due to the recent increase in income gaps in the United 
States. 

Additionally, schools in impoverished communities often have 
fewer resources than their more affluent counterparts. Teacher short- 
ages and lack of parental involvement, extracurricular activities, tech- 
nology resources, and funds for libraries are persistent problems facing 
these schools. Thus the so-called achievement gaps are a result of the 
resource gaps, a problem that cannot be solved by simply holding 
the schools and teachers more accountable and giving the children 
more tests. 

Another explanation of the gaps lies with the tests themselves. 
Test bias is a well-acknowledged phenomenon in the education mea- 
surement business. Many researchers have shown how IQ tests are 
biased against minorities because the tests use language and situa- 
tions that are more familiar to white, middle-class students. However, 
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psychologist Robert Sternberg discovered another type of bias that is 
perhaps more important in explaining the achievement gaps. 

Sternberg proposed that success requires a broad range of abili- 
ties, but schools often focus on only one and ignore others. Conven- 
tional tests do the same. Following his "triarchic theory," Sternberg 
and his colleagues at Yale developed the Sternberg Triarchic Abilities 
Test. The test measures not only conventional abilities — memory and 
analytical abilities — but also two other types deemed important by 
Sternberg: creative abilities and practical abilities. 

The test was used to select participants for a summer camp pro- 
gram at Yale and was given to high school students nationwide. The 
participants were then put into five groups: high analytical, high cre- 
ative, high practical, high in all three abilities, low in all three abilities. 
The results were surprising: 

The high-analytical group looked pretty much like a standard high- 
ability group: mostly white, middle-class and attending strong schools. 
But the high-creative and high-practical groups were much more diverse 
in terms of ethnic, socioeconomic and educational background. In other 
words, we found we had selected more minority students not through 
any program of affirmative action but through a program of recognizing 
and valuing abilities that schools typically neglect, both in their instruc- 
tion and in their assessments. (Sternberg, 1998) 

Similar results were replicated in other studies. These results 
suggest that gaps between certain minority groups and their white 
peers are outcomes of the tests, which neglect to assess other abilities 
that are as important but not as valued. Furthermore, Sternberg and 
his colleagues also found that when instruction matches the ability, 
students learn better. In this sense, conventional instruction provided 
in schools can be said to alienate minority students, further widening 
the gaps. 

Another psychologist, A. Wade Boykin of Howard University, 
suggests that there is a fundamental conflict between certain aspects 
of African American culture and the implicit culture of most American 
schools (Neisser et al., 1996). This conflict may result in African Ameri- 
can students being judged problematic and incompetent by teachers 
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who hold a different view and in the students feeling they are being 
imposed upon culturally. Boykin has argued that "the successful edu- 
cation of African American children will require an approach that is 
less concerned with talent sorting and assessment, more concerned 
with talent development" (Neisser et al., 1996, p. 95). 

In summary, the gaps between minority students and their major- 
ity peers are important, but they have not really been addressed by the 
recent reform efforts. In fact, the reform efforts may have further dis- 
advantaged minority students by forcing them into a narrow set of 
subjects and testing them in only one type of ability. The results may 
demonstrate to them how incompetent they are, which can further 
exacerbate their already devastating lack of self-esteem and aspira- 
tion. These gaps should be addressed through policies aimed at reduc- 
ing poverty, recognition of a broad range of talents and abilities in 
assessment and college admissions criteria, and reconsideration of the 
value of different talents and knowledge. 

The Gaps Between the United States and Other Countries 

The gaps in performance on international tests between U.S. students 
and their counterparts in other countries are a completely different 
story. The connection made between students' performance on these 
tests and their or their nations' future economic well-being is at best 
speculative. In fact, an empirical study that examines the relationship 
between countries' performance on international tests and other indi- 
cators of the countries' well-being shows either a negative correlation 
or no correlation between the two. In this study, Keith Baker, a retired 
officer of the U.S. Department of Education, looked at the relationship 
between the results of the First International Mathematics Study 
(FIMS) and the 11 participating countries' success in terms of national 
wealth (GDP), rate of growth, individual productivity, quality of life, 
livability democracy, and creativity 40 years later. These indicators, 
according to Baker, should be what really matters to a nation. FIMS 
was administered in 1964 on 13-year-olds in 11 Western, developed 
countries. The United States finished second to last. Today, some 40 
years later, the students who took the test would be in their 50s and 
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would have been the primary workforce over the last 30 years. If FIMS 
measured something that matters, that something should have pre- 
dicted a country's condition to some degree. But Baker found either no 
correlation or a negative correlation. For those who are especially wor- 
ried about the United States losing its economic competitive edge 
because of lower scores of U.S. students, Baker (2007) writes, "In short, 
the higher a nation's test score 40 years ago, the worse its economic 
performance" (p. 102). In conclusion, Baker argues: 

In the face of such evidence, we can do more than reject the widely held 
hypothesis that high test scores lead to national success in the future. We 
can also hypothesize that high test scores are damaging to nations. That 
the U.S. comes out on top in national success in 74% of the comparisons 
with higher-scoring nations is statistically significant (p <.0001, binomial 
test), (p. 103) 

Baker is not the only one who has pointed out the lack of connection 
between test scores and nations' successes. I discuss other similar efforts 
later in the book. 

Baker's conclusion goes against the recent reform and popular 
rhetoric that says American education is in crisis, and unless quickly 
and forcefully resolved, the crisis will lead to the decline of the United 
States as a nation and Americans as individuals. If test scores are not 
such reliable indicators of the quality of education or good predictors 
of a nation's or an individual's success, how did the United States 
come to accept the general notion that its public education system is 
broken and to support the reform efforts to put more standards and 
tests in schools? After all, NCLB was a bipartisan effort and over- 
whelmingly supported by both parties in Congress. The push for more 
math, science, and reading as well as more accountability has enjoyed 
support from the broad business sector and the public. How was the 
public convinced that American education needs such fixes if the fixes 
do not really solve the problem? 

More important, if low test scores are not a problem, does that 
mean American education is not in crisis? Does it mean that schools 
should continue the way they were before NCLB and Americans 
should hope that they will be just fine? Definitely not. Our world is 
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going through a dramatic transformation brought about by economic 
globalization and technological advances. It is a fact that the United 
States is facing stiff competition from countries such as China and 
India. It is also a fact that the United States has been losing jobs to 
other countries. American schools are undoubtedly not adequately 
equipped to prepare future citizens to live successfully in the new 
world. But the solution is not more math, science, and reading; more 
testing; and more accountability as prescribed by NCLB. In fact, NCLB 
could lead America into deeper crisis. 

What we need is a paradigm shift in thinking about education, 
both what we should teach and how we should deliver it. What does 
the new paradigm look like, and how can schools and educators work 
to realize it? 

I address these questions in the remainder of the book. I start 
with a historical analysis of how the perception of American education 
in crisis became so widespread and how recent education reform 
efforts evolved as a response. 



2 

From the Missile Gap 
to the Learning Gap: 

Myth, Fear, and the Evolution of 
Accountability 

Every year, if not every day, we have to wager our 
salvation upon some prophecy based upon imperfect 
knowledge. 

— Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., U.S. jurist 

The most destructive element in the human mind is fear. 
Fear creates aggressiveness. 

— Dorothy Thompson, U.S. journalist 

The warning that American education is broken is not new. Neither 
are the proposed fixes. A look at history helps us understand how 
American education has become increasingly authoritarian and how 
the public and even educators surrendered their rights to governments 
to decide what counts as good education. 

The "Missile Gap" 

On October 4, 1957, the former Soviet Union caught the world's atten- 
tion and threw the American public into a panic with a device about 
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the size of a beach ball. It successfully launched Sputnik I, the world's 
first artificial satellite. On November 3, the Soviets launched Sputnik II, 
this time carrying a heavier payload, including Laika, the world's first 
dog to travel in space. 

The Sputnik launches startled Americans, who were both 
astounded by the technical superiority of their archrival and fearful of 
the military implications of the technology. The belief that a huge 
"missile gap" existed between the Soviet Union and the United States 
quickly became shorthand for the imminent crisis facing the United 
States. 

"A crisis is a terrible thing to waste," Stanford economist Paul 
Romer once said. And this crisis was not wasted. John F. Kennedy 
made good use of the crisis in both his reelection campaign for the U.S. 
Senate and later his bid for the presidency. Shortly after the Sputnik 
launch, the Massachusetts senator declared that "the nation was los- 
ing the satellite-missile race with the Soviet Union" because the United 
States was "behind, possibly as much as several years, in . . . the devel- 
opment, perfection, and stockpiling of intermediate-range ballistic 
missiles and long-range ballistic missiles." Kennedy accused the Eisen- 
hower administration of "putting fiscal security ahead of national 
security" and warned that "the [missile] gap [would] begin in 1960." 
If the Eisenhower policies continued, there would be "great danger 
within the next few years" (Preble, 2003). 

Kennedy's speeches on the missile gap figured prominently in 
the midterm election of 1958. His most forceful speech on this topic, 
delivered on the floor of the Senate on August 14, 1958, was widely 
distributed to leaders of the Democratic Party and other officials at the 
request of the Democratic National Committee as a way to help pre- 
pare Democratic candidates for subjects that would figure in political 
debates across the nation (Preble, 2003). Kennedy defeated his oppo- 
nent, Boston lawyer Vincent J. Celeste, by a wide margin and was 
reelected to a second term in the U.S. Senate in 1958. 

The missile gap was further used in Kennedy's presidential cam- 
paign in 1960. In September and October of that year, Kennedy faced 
his Republican opponent, Richard Nixon, in the first televised presi- 
dential debates in U.S. history. The superiority of the Soviet Union 
economically and militarily was one of Kennedy's effective weapons 
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against the Eisenhower-Nixon administration in these debates. He 
alleged that the Soviet Union had "made a breakthrough in missiles, 
and by '61-2-3 they will be outnumbering us in missiles. I'm not as 
confident as he [Nixon] is that we will be the strongest military power 
by 1963." Kennedy attacked Nixon for putting color television ahead 
of national security referring to Nixon's earlier comment to Soviet 
leader Nikita Khrushchev that, although the Soviet Union might be 
ahead in the development of rocket thrust, the United States was more 
advanced in the development of color television (Helgerson, 1996). 

On November 8, 1960, Kennedy defeated Nixon and became the 
youngest man and the first Catholic to be elected U.S. president. The 
missile gap argument helped tremendously. As Robert McNamara, 
secretary of defense during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, 
later recalled in an interview with CNN, 

a major element of the election campaign that President Kennedy had 
just won was the charge by the Democrats, including President Ken- 
nedy, that Eisenhower had left a missile gap; that the Soviets had been 
permitted, by inaction on the part of the U.S., to build up a superior 
nuclear missile force. (McNamara, 1998) 

But the "missile gap," as it turned out, did not exist. Again, McNa- 
mara on CNN: 

So clearly my first responsibility as Secretary of Defense was to deter- 
mine the degree of the gap and initiate action to close it. So my deputy 
Ros[well] Gilpatric and I immediately began to work on that, on Janu- 
ary 21st, 1961. And it took us about three weeks to determine [that] yes, 
there was a gap. But the gap was in our favor. It was a totally erroneous 
charge that Eisenhower had allowed the Soviets to develop a missile 
force superior to the U.S. 

The missile gap was a myth, a misperception that was easily sold 
to the American public at that time. Whether Kennedy promoted it 
intentionally remains a matter of historical debate. People still dis- 
agree as to whether he was given the wrong information or he selec- 
tively picked and chose the information that would advance his career 
(Helgerson, 1996; McNamara, 1998; Preble, 2003). 
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Fear as a Political Strategy 

Myths can be dangerous. Often they are based on inaccurate informa- 
tion and misinterpretations. As such, they lead to misinformed actions, 
which can result in unimaginable and disastrous consequences. It is 
difficult to imagine today what the world would be like had the "mis- 
sile gap" myth not been invented. Could the Cold War have ended 
earlier? Could we have avoided the Cuban missile crisis? Would 
John F. Kennedy still be alive had he not won the presidency? History 
cannot be rewritten, but it should teach us something. 

Fear is a basic animal emotion experienced by all human beings. 
It has tremendous adaptive value, helping us to avoid threats and 
alerting us to danger and the need to react under stressful conditions — 
thereby helping us to survive (Marks, 1987). On the other hand, as the 
"missile gap" myth illustrates, fear can also be manipulated and used 
to drive public policy. Adolf Hitler is one of the most striking examples 
of the effective use of fear as a strategy to mobilize the public. As early 
as 1919, he clearly invoked the "danger" posed by the Jewish people 
to justify his call for the "irrevocable removal" of Jews from German 
life (Hitler, 1919); and later, he used the same strategy to justify actions 
that led to World War II. But fear has been used to drive public policies 
in almost every society. As history professor Joanna Bourke (2006) 
writes in Fear: A Cultural History, "Public policy and private lives have 
become fear-bound; fear has become the emotion through which pub- 
lic life is administered" (p. x). 

NDEA: The Beginning of Federal Government 
Involvement in K-12 Education 

Fear of the implications of Soviet technological and military prowess 
was widespread in the United States after the Sputnik launch and the 
repeated media and political discussions that followed. Public fear 
enabled American politicians to achieve many things that had not 
been possible before, including providing federal assistance to public 
education, an area of power that, because it is not mentioned in the 
U.S. Constitution, was reserved for state and local governments. 
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The Sputnik launch led directly to the National Defense Education 
Act (NDEA). Passed in 1958, NDEA was the first piece of comprehen- 
sive federal education in the United States to provide aid to education 
at all levels, public and private. "To help ensure that highly trained 
individuals would be available to help America compete with the 
Soviet Union in scientific and technical fields, the NDEA included sup- 
port for loans to college students, the improvement of science, mathe- 
matics, and foreign language instruction in elementary and secondary 
schools, graduate fellowships, foreign language and area studies, and 
vocational-technical training" (U.S. Department of Education, 2008a). 

The significance of NDEA cannot be overstated. It marked the 
beginning of an increasing involvement of the federal government in 
education. In the ensuing decades, the federal government passed more 
legislation concerning education, including the Vocational Education 
Act of 1963, the Higher Education Act of 1963, the Elementary and Sec- 
ondary Education Act of 1964, and, of course, the No Child Left Behind 
Act of 2002. The NDEA transformed the American education land- 
scape. Funds provided by NDEA stimulated innovations; expanded 
the talent pools in science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and 
foreign languages; and resulted in new curriculums. Although it 
included programs for both K-12 and postsecondary education, its 
influence has been much bigger in higher education than in K-12. 

The passage of NDEA is a telling example of the usefulness of a 
crisis, real or imagined. Before the launch of Sputnik, several attempts 
had been made to establish a federal program to provide monetary aid 
to public education, but all ended in failure. Legislators were reluctant 
to have the federal government play a role in education. But Sputnik 
changed everything. It was Stewart E. McClure, the chief clerk of the 
Senate Committee on Labor, Education, and Public Welfare from 1955 
to 1969 and from 1971 to 1973, who masterfully connected the launch 
of Sputnik to education and brought the idea to Senator Lister Hill of 
Alabama. Years later, during an interview, McClure proudly recounted 
his role: 

I think if there was one thing I ever did in my work on the Hill, my work 
for my whole career, it was to focus Lister Hill's attention on the oppor- 
tunity which Sputnik, this Russian satellite, gave all of us who were 
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struggling, and had been for decades, to establish a federal program of 
monetary aid to public education, and private, too, in some instances. 
And I'm really very proud of that. Of course, someone else could have 
come along with the same idea, and probably did a week later, but I was 
first. (Stewart E. McClure, p. 112) 

McClure acted on his idea quickly. He "cooked up a memoran- 
dum" and gave it to his friend John Campbell, executive assistant to 
Senator Hill, who was traveling in Europe "when the damn satellite 
was shot up, so the impact on him must have been even stronger than 
it was here" (p. 112). Apparently the memo had the desired effect, 
"because within ten minutes after he was in the office, the staff had a 
call, 'Come on over here. Got your memorandum, St'rt, let's see what 
we can do.' It worked. And he then set us to business" (p. 113). 

Also very clever was the title of the bill, which explicitly makes 
education an issue of national security. "I invented that God-awful 
title: the National Defense Education Act," says McClure. "If there are 
any words less compatible, really, intellectually, in terms of what is the 
purpose of education — it's not to defend the country; it's to defend the 
mind and develop the human spirit, not to build cannons and battle- 
ships. It was a horrible title, but it worked. It worked. How could you 
attack it?" (p. 118). 

No doubt, this was a masterpiece of politics. McClure and Sena- 
tor Hill both saw the opportunity Sputnik presented and took advan- 
tage of it to push their agenda. McClure was very proud of having 
been able to 

grab this opportunity which would never come again, when the public 
was all upset and people were fretting in the streets about "oh, my God, 
we're behind," and all that stuff. So it was, as the Latins used to say, 
carpe diem, "seize the day," and we did, and we did. . . . And then we had 
a bill, and then we had a law, and then we had a program, and then we 
began teaching people science and math and languages all over the 
country. It was a grand achievement, I think, (p. 117) 

NDE A was passed because of the perceived connection between 
education and efforts to counter the Soviets. Such a connection 
suddenly elevated the status of education and justified the federal 
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government's involvement. This connection dissolved all previous 
resistance because the American public was so fearful that they 
accepted the idea that putting money — federal money — into educa- 
tion would help them fight the Soviets. 

Although NDEA, with its billions of federal dollars for research 
and education, undoubtedly helped to boost scientific and technologi- 
cal advancement in the United States, there is no hard evidence that its 
investment in the nation's K-12 schools was responsible for maintain- 
ing the nation's superiority in science and technology, let alone win- 
ning the Cold War. Considering that the United States launched its 
first artificial satellite in 1958, put the first American in space in 1961, 
and landed on the moon in 1969, it would be difficult to suggest that 
NDEA improved the education system so fast and so effectively. 

Sputnik was not the only thing that convinced Americans that 
their education system was in crisis. There were many ill-informed 
helpers. To support the idea that the Soviets' technological superiority 
over Americans was due to their better education system, evidence 
was sought and found. Education researcher Gerald Bracey (2006a) 
describes one of those ill-informed helpers: 

In red letters against a black background, Life magazine's cover of March 
24, 1958, shouted "Crisis in Education." A stern-looking Alexei Kutzkov 
in Moscow and an easy-smiling Stephen Lapekas in Chicago, both high 
school juniors, stared out at the reader. Pictures showed Kutzkov con- 
ducting complicated experiments in physics and chemistry and reading 
aloud from Sister Carrie in his English class. Lapekas was seen walking 
home with his girlfriend, dancing in rehearsal for a musical and retreat- 
ing from a geometry problem on the blackboard. "Stephen amused his 
classmates with wisecracks about his ineptitude," read the text. 

One leaves the Life article convinced that without massive and imme- 
diate school reform, the Russians will bury us. (Lapekas became a Navy 
pilot, then a commercial pilot for TWA; I am told Kutzkov works for the 
Russian equivalent of the FAA. The article so devastated Lapekas that 
he will not talk about it even today.) 

By now, we all know what happened to the nation that supposedly 
offered its citizens a superior education. The Soviet Union no longer 
exists! 
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A Nation at Risk: 

The Threat from Japan, Korea, and Germany 

"Those who fail to learn the lessons of history are doomed to repeat 
them," said the philosopher George Santayana, and history keeps 
repeating itself for American education. 

On April 26, 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in 
Education submitted a report to U.S. Secretary of Education T. H. Bell 
and "the American People." The title of this report reveals the com- 
mission's view on the quality of American education: A Nation at Risk: 
The Imperative for Educational Reform. 

"Our Nation is at risk," begins the report, clearly intending to 
arouse fear, including fear of others (foreigners), because "[o]ur once 
unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and tech- 
nological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout 
the world" (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, 
p. 1). Describing the rise of other countries as one source of the risk, 
the report says this: 

The risk is not only that the Japanese make automobiles more efficiently 
than Americans and have government subsidies for development and 
export. It is not just that the South Koreans recently built the world's 
most efficient steel mill, or that American machine tools, once the pride 
of the world, are being displaced by German products. It is also that these 
developments signify a redistribution of trained capability throughout 
the globe, (p. 1) 

The other source of the risk, according to the commission, was 
the fact that the "educational foundations of our society are presently 
being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very 
future as a Nation and a people." The commission asserted that the 
decline of quality in American education was so serious, 

[i]f an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America 
the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well 
have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to 
happen to ourselves. We have even squandered the gains in student 
achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we 
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have dismantled essential support systems which helped make those 
gains possible. We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, 
unilateral educational disarmament, (p. 1) 

To support the premise that America was at risk because of its 
poor education system, the commission listed some 13 "indicators of 
the risk," including American students' poor performances on inter- 
national academic tests; the country's high rates of functional illiteracy; 
its declining test scores on the SAT and other standardized tests; and 
the increasing need for remediation courses in math, science, and 
English for college students and employees. In the context of rising 
demands for new skills in science and technology, the commission 
quotes Paul Hurd, an education consultant, for its conclusive assess- 
ment of America education: "We are raising a new generation of 
Americans that is scientifically and technologically illiterate" (p. 3). 

To avert this risk, the commission made five main recommen- 
dations: 

1. Five "new basics" of high school curriculum: four years of 
English; three years each of math, science, and social studies; and a 
semester of computer science. In addition, the commission recom- 
mended two years of foreign language for the college-bound. 

2. Higher expectations for academic performance: rigorous and 
measurable standards and heightened admissions requirements at 
postsecondary institutions. 

3. More time for learning: better use of the school day, length- 
ened school days, or a longer school year. 

4. Better teachers and teaching: better preparation of teachers, 
and more recognition and reward for teaching as a profession. 

5. Government intervention (leadership) and accountability: "hold 
educators and elected officials responsible for providing the leader- 
ship necessary to achieve these reforms"; have citizens "provide the 
fiscal support and stability" necessary to achieve the reforms; and let 
the federal government have "the primary responsibility to identify the 
national interest in education." 

A Nation at Risk did not result in any immediate legislation for 
education at the federal level. In fact, the federal education budget 
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was sharply cut in 1984. But this report, hailed by some as the most 
important education document in the 20th century laid the founda- 
tion for changes in American education in the ensuing decades and 
thus is primarily responsible for pushing American education down 
the path of greater federal control in a number of ways. 

First, the commission's damning portrait of American education 
continues and has been enriched by further international studies such 
as TIMSS and PISA, scholarly writings, and media reports of how 
other countries outperform the United States in education. The domi- 
nant image of American public education today is still an image of a 
system that is broken and obsolete. The nation remains at risk, accord- 
ing to many media stories published in 2003, on the 20th anniversary 
of the release of the report. 

Second, the report (not necessarily with foresight and intention) 
helped make a smooth transition from the Cold War to the global 
economy as a rationale for viewing education as a national security 
issue. NDEA had made education a vital issue for confronting the 
Soviet Union, but that political entity disappeared in 1989. Thanks to 
A Nation at Risk, America did not need to look for new enemies to 
mobilize against. New enemies were already present, as evidenced by 
competition for global economic dominance from Japan, Germany, 
Korea, and, more recently, China and India. Thus Americans could not 
be complacent. The nation was still at risk. 

Third, the report planted the seeds for how government could 
penetrate more deeply into education. Holding educators accountable 
and implementing centralized education standards were among the 
recommendations that have been picked up by both Democrats and 
Republicans at the federal and state levels as the primary mechanisms 
for regulating education. 

Finally, the report paved the way for business people to become 
legitimate speakers on and advocates for education concerns. Because 
the report made education an economic issue, it was only right to 
make educators hear the voices of business and make sure that busi- 
ness needs were met. Eventually, the perception that schools were run 
inefficiently and should be held accountable also led some people to 
believe that business leaders would know how to run educational 
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institutions better than educators. Over the past two decades since the 
release of the report, the number of business leaders taking the national 
stage to speak on education issues has steadily increased. 

In hindsight, despite all the historical importance it has garnered, 
the report would have met a similar fate as numerous other such doc- 
uments had it not had political value. In 1981, when the commission 
was put together, Ronald Reagan had just won his first presidential 
election, in part because of his tough stance against the Soviet Union 
and his promise to dismantle the federal Department of Education, 
which had been created by his opponent, President Jimmy Carter. Rea- 
gan was not even interested in the commission. In fact, he rejected the 
suggestion of his secretary of education, T. H. Bell, to form such a com- 
mission. Bell later decided to organize the commission on his own. 

When the commission was organized, Reagan met with its mem- 
bers and gave them five "cardinal orders," which collectively show his 
interest in education: 

Bring God back into the classroom. Encourage tuition tax credits for 
families using private schools. Support vouchers. Leave the primary 
responsibility for education to parents. And please abolish that abomi- 
nation, the Department of Education. (Holton, 2003, p. B13) 

After the commissioners, who ignored Reagan's orders, finished 
their report, they met with the president again. But according to Ger- 
ald Holton (2003), a Harvard professor who served on the commission 
and drafted the report, it appeared that "the one important reader of 
the report had apparently not read it after all." Reagan "said that he 
was glad to have received it; indeed, he went on, the report was fully 
in accord with his own ideas on retrieving excellence in education: by 
bringing God back into the classroom, by tuition tax credits, by vouch- 
ers, and — he pointed at Secretary Bell — by abolishing the Department 
of Education." According to Holton, 

The report would have died there in the state dining room of the White 
House. But then something happened to change everything. The com- 
missioners were looking at one another in dismay and astonishment, 
and in a stage whisper loud enough to be heard by reporters in back, 
one commissioner said simply, "We have been had." 



30 



CATCHING UP OR LEADING THE WAY 



For the reporters, that was like blood before sharks. A conflict between 
Reagan's words and what the commission's report might contain seemed 
the stuff of scandal, the favorite subject of most journalists. 

The report immediately became a hot topic. Articles about it appeared 
on the front page of almost every major newspaper in the United 
States. And many reproduced the short report in its entirety. 

No clever politician would waste such press coverage — certainly 
not Ronald Reagan, who faced reelection the next year. Although he 
remained popular among male voters, Reagan had difficulty winning 
over women because they were more concerned about family issues 
such as education than about the Cold War. "Reagan, seeing the favor- 
able national response, skillfully associated himself with the report 
in broadcast-media appearances" (Holton, 2003). The political payoff 
was great for Reagan's reelection. During his campaign, Reagan gave 
a total of 51 speeches on the need for education reform, and as Secre- 
tary Bell writes in his memoir, the purpose was "to get the greatest 
possible mileage from the commission report" (1988, p. 149). Accord- 
ing to Bell, Reagan masterfully "stole the issue from Walter Mondale — 
and it cost us nothing"; focusing on the need for education reform 
"obscured concerns about cuts in welfare, aid to dependent children, 
Medicaid, and other social programs" (p. 155). In the end, Reagan 
defeated Mondale and won reelection. 

Apparently Gerald Holton was not happy that Reagan had used 
the report for his political gain but did not pay attention to education. 
Writing on the eve of the 20th anniversary of the release of A Nation at 
Risk, Holton (2003) said, "In short, Reagan used 'A Nation at Risk' as a 
Trojan horse to help win the election. We had been used." But Holton 
and his fellow commissioners should be happy; had the report not 
been of political value, it would have been buried long ago. 

The report did more for the Republicans than simply return Rea- 
gan to the White House for a second term. As columnist Tamim Ansary 
(2007) writes, 

By the end of the decade, Republicans had erased whatever advantage 
Democrats once enjoyed on education and other classic "women's 
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issues." As Peter Schrag later noted in The Nation, Reagan-era conserva- 
tives, "with the help of business leaders like IBM chairman Lou Gerst- 
ner, managed to convert a whole range of liberally oriented children's 
issues . . . into a debate focused almost exclusively on education and 
tougher-standards school reform." 

No Child Left Behind: 

The Arrival of the Dictator in Education 

Today, a life-sized bronze statue of President George W. Bush stands 
outside Ohio's Hamilton High School to commemorate a historic day 
for the school and, indeed, the nation. The day was January 8, 2002, 
when President George W. Bush signed his landmark education law, 
No Child Left Behind, at the school. To show bipartisan support for 
the law, the signing ceremony was presided over by Representative 
George Miller, a Democrat from California; Senator Edward Kennedy, 
a Democrat from Massachusetts; Senator Judd Gregg, a Republican 
from Vermont; and Representative John Boehner, a Republican from 
Ohio who chaired the House Committee on Education and the Work- 
force at that time. Hamilton was in Boehner's home district. At the 
ceremony, Bush (2002) made the following proclamation, to report- 
edly deafening applause: "And today begins a new era, a new time in 
public education in our country. As of this hour, America's schools will 
be on a new path of reform, and a new path of results." 

Having been selected out of 90,000 high schools nationwide 
contending for this honor, Hamilton High was understandably proud, 
so proud that the community erected a glittering statue of the pres- 
ident signing the law outside the school's entrance. But that pride 
would soon be dampened when Hamilton High was branded a fail- 
ing school in August 2004, just two years later, under the provisions 
of Bush's law. 

The case of Hamilton High, a school in an award-winning dis- 
trict, was not unique. Nationwide, "thousands of schools — even those 
rated highly in their own states — fall short of the standards of No Child 
Left Behind," according to a story in the Chicago Tribune (Rado, 2004). 
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The "failing school" label is certainly not something to be proud 
of. Moreover, it carries serious consequences. According to the law, a 
school so labeled faces sanctions such as reorganization, losing stu- 
dents, or even closure. Worse yet, the label leads to the public percep- 
tion that the school delivers a poor education, though many may not 
be well informed about the confusing formula used to determine 
whether a school meets the NCLB requirements. 

The cornerstone of NCLB is accountability through standardized 
testing in math and reading. Although NCLB was the first legislation 
to truly bring the federal government as a regulator into American 
public education, it did not just happen. Its measures, principles, bipar- 
tisan support, and enthusiastic public reception created a perfect storm 
after two decades of cumulative efforts inspired by A Nation at Risk. 

The Reagan White House did not do anything substantial in edu- 
cation following the public rhetoric on the campaign trail about A 
Nation at Risk, but Reagan did use his 1984 State of the Union address 
to claim credit for the report and promote standards and competition 
in education: "Just as more incentives are needed within our schools, 
greater competition is needed among our schools. Without standards 
and competition, there can be no champions, no records broken, no 
excellence in education or any other walk of life" (Reagan, 1984). 

Secretary of Education Bell did much more to promote the idea of 
competition through the well-known and controversial "wall chart" 
he created in 1984. The chart ranked states by their educational attain- 
ment using ACT and SAT scores. The chart was retained for the next 
six years, but not without controversy. Many educators and state offi- 
cials raised concerns and protested its limitations and misuses, but the 
media loved the idea (Vinovskis, 1999). 

The media loved the idea because its consumers, the public, 
loved the idea. Public education is one of the largest investments 
Americans make, and it affects their future on many levels. They natu- 
rally want to know how well their schools perform. But the quality of 
education is an extremely complex phenomenon that cannot be easily 
demonstrated or understood. What the public is familiar with are test 
scores and grades. Despite the obvious flaws and limitations of using 
student test scores and grades to measure the quality of education 
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(Nichols & Berliner, 2007), the American public, short of other easy-to- 
understand measures, seems to have accepted the notion that test 
scores are accurate measures of the quality of their schools. In the Sec- 
ond Annual Survey of the Public's Attitude Toward the Public Schools, 
jointly conducted by PDK/Gallup in 1970, 75 percent of those inter- 
viewed approved the proposal to give national tests to students in 
their local schools so their educational achievement could be com- 
pared with that of students in other communities; only 16 percent 
opposed the idea (Gallup, 1970). (The same poll found that 66 percent 
of parents favored spanking.) In 1987, in the 19th PDK/Gallup survey, 
70 percent of the respondents favored the proposal to report stu- 
dent test scores as education achievement so that state-by-state and 
school-by-school comparisons could be made (Gallup & Clark, 1987). 

Being able to reduce the quality of education to some kind of 
score that allows comparison across different states appeals to the pub- 
lic in a simplistic fashion. It is misleading, but immensely popular. 

The popularity of test scores among the public provided a ready 
tool for a group of governors who were concerned about educational 
issues in their states as the economic situation worsened in the United 
States and public ratings of schools declined in the 1980s. The group 
included Republicans Lamar Alexander of Tennessee and Thomas 
Kean of New Jersey; and Democrats Bill Clinton of Arkansas, Bob Gra- 
ham of Florida, James Hunt of North Carolina, Richard Riley of South 
Carolina, and William Winter of Mississippi. They called for tougher 
school standards, better pay for teachers, and more state funds for 
K-12 education. But their education reform initiatives were not always 
enthusiastically embraced by state legislators. "To overcome the reluc- 
tance of state legislators to increase taxes to pay for these improve- 
ments, governors frequently had to mobilize the public on behalf of 
public school reforms" (Vinovskis, 1999, p. 7). 

Fear was used again. By then, lower test scores had been accepted 
as a sure sign of a deteriorating education system, and a poor educa- 
tion system was seen as the cause of economic troubles. This view was 
expressed by Governor Lamar Alexander, chair of the National Gover- 
nors Association (NGA), at the 1985 NGA meeting in Idaho: 
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Better schools mean better jobs. Unless states face these questions [about 
education], Americans won't keep our high standard of living. To meet 
stiff competition from workers in the rest of the world, we must educate 
ourselves and our children as we never have before. (National Gover- 
nors Association, 1986, p. 2) 

Good schools result from tougher standards, higher educational 
goals, and strong accountability measures, according to the governors. 
Richard Riley, the South Carolina governor who later became secre- 
tary of education in the Clinton administration, explained this logic 
in a 1988 speech endorsing the call for the establishment of state 
and regional educational goals by the Southern Regional Education 
Board — an influential organization of southern governors, legislators, 
and education officials: 

Why are educational goals important? Simply put, the citizens of any 
state are not likely to achieve more in education than they and their 
leaders expect and aim for. . . . Significant educational improvements do 
not just happen. They are planned and pursued. (Riley, 1988, p. 63) 

To hold educators accountable, to assess progress toward goals, 
and to measure to what degree students are meeting the standards, 
tests are needed. Thus 

[t]he NGA was interested in using quantitative indices, but felt that the 
use of SAT and ACT scores in the wall chart was misleading and inac- 
curate. The NGA endorsed the expansion of NAEP to test and report 
student outcomes at the state level — thereby significantly contributing 
to the movement to collect and disseminate state-level comparative stu- 
dent achievement data in the 1990s. (Vinovskis, 1999, p. 19) 

The governors' efforts eventually developed into a national move- 
ment. In 1989, George H. W. Bush, who had just been elected as presi- 
dent to succeed Reagan, held a landmark conference with the nation's 
governors in Charlottesville, Virginia. The summit was chaired by 
then governor Clinton. After many rounds of negotiations, President 
Bush and the nation's governors issued a joint statement on Septem- 
ber 28. The statement stressed the importance of education for Amer- 
ica's future in a competitive world: 
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Education has always been important, but never this important because 
the stakes have changed: Our competitors for opportunity are also 
working to educate their people. As they continue to improve, they 
make the future a moving target. We believe that the time has come, for 
the first time in U.S. history to establish clear, national performance 
goals, goals that will make us internationally competitive. (Vinovskis, 
1999, p. 38) 

The key to better education, according to the joint statement, is 
goals, accountability, and assessment to monitor progress: 

The President and the nation's Governors have agreed at this summit to: 

• Establish a process for setting national education goals; 

• Seek greater flexibility and enhanced accountability in the use of 
Federal resources to meet the goals, through both regulatory and legis- 
lative changes; 

• Undertake a major state-by-state effort to restructure our education 
system; and 

• Report annually on progress in achieving our goals. (Vinovskis, 
1999, p. 39) 

The Charlottesville summit of 1989 ushered in a new era in Amer- 
ican education, an era of establishing national educational standards. 
In his 1990 State of the Union address, President Bush announced the 
National Education Goals for the year 2000; shortly thereafter, he and 
Congress established a National Education Goals Panel. Federal funds 
were allocated to support the development of national standards in 
several areas, and professional organizations such as the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics and the American Association for 
the Advancement of Science published standards in their respective 
areas. 

By now the national standards movement had gained consider- 
able public support. In 1992, Bill Clinton, a Democrat, won the presi- 
dential election. He did not differ much from his predecessor on 
educational issues and further injected the federal government into 
K-12 education. In 1994, Clinton signed into law the Goals 2000: Edu- 
cate America Act. This legislation set national educational goals, to be 
achieved by the year 2000, in eight areas: school readiness; school 
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completion; student achievement and citizenship; teacher preparation 
and professional development; mathematics and science; adult liter- 
acy and lifelong learning; safe, alcohol- and drug-free schools; and 
parental participation. 

These were ambitious goals, and most of them were not achieved 
by 2000. For example, the legislation set out to improve the school- 
completion rate for all students and eliminate the gap in high school 
graduation rates between minority and nonminority students by 2000. 
But according to a report of the National Center for Education Statis- 
tics that tracks high school dropout rates in the nation, "while progress 
was made during the 1970s and 1980s in reducing high school dropout 
rates and increasing high school completion rates, these rates have 
remained comparatively stable during the 1990s" (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2001). 

With regard to what students should learn, the legislation set the 
following goal and objectives: 

With regard to what students should learn, the legislation set the 
goal of all students leaving grades 4, 8, and 12 with demonstrated 
competency in English, math, science, foreign languages, civics and 
government, economics, art, history, and geography; and all schools 
preparing students to "use their minds well, so they may be prepared 
for responsible citizenship, further learning, and productive employ- 
ment in our Nation's modern economy." The legislation set out spe- 
cific objectives, including increased achievement "in every quartile," 
with distribution of minority students in each quartile more closely 
reflecting the student population as a whole; improvements in areas 
such as reasoning ability and problem solving; involvement in citizen- 
ship and community service activities; access to physical education 
and health education for all students; and increased knowledge of for- 
eign languages and world cultures. 

Most of these objectives were not accomplished. But this legisla- 
tion further justified the role of the federal government in K-12 educa- 
tion through national education standards. The legislation created the 
National Education Standards and Improvement Council to certify 
national and state content and performance standards and opportunity- 
to-learn standards. State assessments and national standards for many 
subjects were developed (Mid-continent Research for Education and 
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Learning, 2008). The federal government's role in dictating what sub- 
jects are valued and should be taught in schools would remain weak if 
the government merely supported and sanctioned national standards; 
without measures to force their implementation, schools could still do 
whatever they liked. To enforce the standards, the public needed to be 
mobilized again. 

In March 1996, IBM CEO Louis Gerstner and Governor Tommy 
Thompson of Wisconsin convened another education summit at 
IBM's executive conference center in Palisades, New York. Forty-one 
governors, most of them Republicans, and 44 executives of major 
businesses from virtually every state attended the summit. CEOs 
from IBM, AT&T, Bell South, Eastman Kodak, Procter & Gamble, and 
Boeing were on the planning committee. President Bill Clinton also 
dropped by. No student and only one or two teachers had been 
invited. Professional educators and their organizations were left out 
for the most part. 

The governors and business executives reiterated their impa- 
tience with the abysmal state of /American education, particularly 
"with the parents of school children who consistently believe that their 
children's schools are fine; it's all the other schools that have prob- 
lems." They wanted all parents to know that "those who do the hiring 
know that only a few public schools are as good as parents think" 
(Lagowski, 1996, p. 383). The solution was standards and assessments, 
and the two needed to go hand in hand because "it is clear that simply 
setting goals is not enough," states the unanimously adopted Policy 
Statement of the Summit. 

The summit participants pledged their commitment to do the 
following: 

• Set clear academic standards ... in core subject areas. 

• Assist schools in accurately measuring student progress. 

• Make changes to curriculum, teaching techniques, and technol- 
ogy uses based on the results. 

• Assist schools in overcoming the barriers to using new 
technology. 

• Hold schools and students accountable for demonstrating real 
improvement (Eakin, 1996). 
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The governors promised to develop and establish "internationally 
competitive academic standards, assessments to measure academic 
achievement, and accountability systems in their states" within the 
next two years. And the business executives vowed to "clearly com- 
municate to students, parents, schools, and the community the types 
and levels of skills necessary to meet the workforce needs of the next 
century and implement hiring practices within one year that will 
require applicants to demonstrate achievement" and to consider "the 
quality of a state's academic standards and student achievement lev- 
els as a high-priority factor in determining business-location deci- 
sions" (Eakin, 1996). 

Directly connecting employment and business opportunities with 
academic standards and student performance was certainly an effec- 
tive strategy to mobilize the public to take standards and assessment 
more seriously. But it was not as effective as a national test. To bring 
even more force behind implementing standards, President Clinton 
called for a voluntary national test program in 1997. In his 1998 State 
of the Union address, Clinton announced that "[t]hanks to the actions 
of this Congress last year, we will soon have, for the very first time, a 
voluntary national test based on national standards in 4th grade read- 
ing and 8th grade math" (Clinton, 1998). The Republican-controlled 
Congress resisted and eventually killed the program. 

As of 2009, there are no mandated national curriculum standards 
and national tests in the United States. Nevertheless, according to 
Michael J. Petrilli and Chester E. Finn Jr. of the conservative Fordham 
Foundation, "the federal government has pushed far too deeply into 
the routines and operations of the nation's public schools, now regu- 
lating everything from teacher credentials to the selection of reading 
programs" (Petrilli & Finn, 2006). Ironically, both of them are calling 
for national tests and national standards. 

Even without national standards and national tests, there is little 
doubt that education in the United States has become authoritarian. 
Through NCLB, the federal government has been telling Americans 
that reading and math are the most valued subject areas and what 
schools should teach. Through various high school exit exams and 
state core curriculum programs, the state governments have decided 
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that math, science, English, and possibly social studies are of most 
worth if Americans are to succeed in the global economy. 

And schools have complied. According to a study by the Center 
on Education Policy issued in 2007, five years after the implementa- 
tion of NCLB, about 62 percent of districts had increased instructional 
time for English or math, or both, in elementary schools, and more 
than 20 percent reported increasing time for these subjects in middle 
school. To accommodate this increased time in English and math, 44 
percent of districts reported cutting time from one or more other sub- 
jects or activities (social studies, science, art and music, physical edu- 
cation, and lunch or recess) at the elementary level. The decreases 
were not trivial, adding up to a total of 145 minutes per week across all 
of these subjects, on average, or nearly 30 minutes per day, for an aver- 
age reduction of 32 percent in the total instructional time devoted to 
these subjects since 2001-02 (McMurrer, 2007). 

Teachers and students have complied as well. "Teachers and 
principals are poring over test results with unprecedented intensity. 
Struggling students are receiving extra lessons in reading and math, 
sometimes at the expense of class time in other subjects," reports another 
study by the Center on Education Policy (Rentner et al., 2006, p. 2). 

In addition to NCLB, the burgeoning high school reforms have 
resulted in 22 states requiring students to pass a state exit exam to 
receive their high school diploma. In 2006, 65 percent of the nation's 
high school students and 76 percent of the nation's minority high 
school students were enrolled in school in these 22 states. These "exit 
exams are encouraging teachers to spend more class time on tested 
subjects" (Kober et al., 2006, p. 5). More than limiting what is taught 
and learned, state tests also constrain how teaching and learning are 
conducted. A study found that more than 30 percent of teachers nation- 
wide report that they do not use computers when teaching writing 
because the state writing test is handwritten (Russell & Abrams, 2004). 
This situation is astonishing considering that computers are not only 
the tool of the trade for writing but also have been found to be espe- 
cially beneficial when used to teach writing. It is even more unsettling 
when one considers that schools are supposed to prepare students for 
the future, which is increasingly powered by technology. 
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The Road to Educational Dictatorship 

Clearly, American education has been moving toward authoritarian- 
ism, letting the government dictate what and how students should 
learn and what schools should teach. This movement has been fueled 
mostly through fear — fear of threats from the Soviets, the Germans, 
the Japanese, the Koreans, the Chinese, and the Indians. The public, as 
any animal under threat would, has sought and accepted the action of 
a protector — the government. 

However, like the missile gap, the so-called learning gap is a 
myth. The fear has been founded on misinformation and mispercep- 
tions. The road to authoritarianism has been built on incorrect assump- 
tions and politics. In Chapter 3, 1 show that what have been considered 
the weaknesses of American education are precisely its strengths and 
that many countries in the world are working hard to emulate it. I also 
explain how reform proponents and concerned business executives 
misjudged, like the politicians before them, what really matters for an 
education system and what really counts as educational excellence. 
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Why America Hasn't Lost Yet: 

Strengths of American Education 



To succeed and to prosper in the creative age, the United 
States and other nations and regions around the world 
will need to make the transition from industrial to 
creative societies by investing in their people, building 
up their creative capital, and remaining open, tolerant 
societies. 



Every individual matters. Every individual has a role to 
play. Every individual makes a difference. 

— Jane Goodall 

A quarter of a century has passed since the publication of A Nation at 
Risk. The United States remains a superpower, dominating the world 
as the most scientifically and technologically advanced nation. The 
United States ranked number one out of 131 countries on the 2007-08 
Global Competitiveness Index, which measures "the ability of coun- 
tries to provide high levels of prosperity to their citizens" (World Eco- 
nomic Forum, 2007). The core innovations that drove the global digital 



-Richard Florida (2005, p. 245) 
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revolution were created in the United States; the leaders of the com- 
puter and Internet industries are from the United States. Moreover, 
nearly two-thirds of the 300,000 patents issued in 2002 went to Ameri- 
cans (Florida, 2005). In a report prepared for the U.S. secretary of 
defense and released in 2008, researchers at the RAND Corporation 
found that the United States continued to lead the world in science 
and technology, accounting for 40 percent of total world spending on 
research and development, receiving 38 percent of the patents for new 
technology inventions issued in the industrialized nations, employing 
70 percent of the world's Nobel Prize winners, and serving as home 
to three-fourths of the world's top 40 universities (Galama & Hosek, 
2008, pp. xv-xvi). 

For the American people, the last 25 years have not been as disas- 
trous as one would have concluded from the gloomy assessment of A 
Nation at Risk. Despite the waves of economic turmoil, outcries about 
job losses, outsourcing, and the 9/11 terrorist attack, per capita income 
for Americans rose from $9,494 ($18,266 in 2006 dollars) in 1983 to 
$26,352 in 2006 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). The annual average unem- 
ployment rate declined from 9.6 percent in 1983 to 4.6 percent in 2007, 
according to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2008). In terms of 
education attainment, an area that should be most directly connected 
to A Nation at Risk, the U.S. Census Bureau reported the following: 

In 2003, over four-fifths (85 percent) of all adults 25 years or older 
reported they had completed at least high school; over one in four adults 
(27 percent) had attained at least a bachelor's degree; both measures are 
all-time highs. In 2003, the percentage of the adult population who had 
completed high school increased for the first time since 2000, when it 
was 84 percent. (Stoops, 2004, p. 1) 

In 2003, the National Science Foundation reported a 40 percent increase 
in the number of college graduates between 1993 and 2003, and a 1 
percent increase in the number of all college graduates holding science 
and engineering jobs during the same period, from 11 percent in 1993 
to 12 percent in 2003 (Kannankutty, 2005). 

How could "a nation at risk" and a "generation of Americans 
that is scientifically and technologically illiterate" accomplish this? 
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Did the report-induced reforms lift U.S. education out of mediocrity 
and save the nation from crisis? 

Apparently not. Although the report received tremendous atten- 
tion and ushered in an era of education reform, "its goals have not yet 
been realized," according to Diane Ravitch (2003), former U.S. assis- 
tant secretary of education and professor at New York University. 
Many would agree. 

In April 2008, U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings 
unveiled a report to commemorate the 25th anniversary of A Nation at 
Risk. The report gives what I consider an official assessment of the 
implementation of the specific recommendations made in A Nation at 
Risk. According to the report, progress has been made in only two out 
of the five areas recommended for improvement, and the two areas 
are directly related to NCLB: standards and accountability, and leader- 
ship and financial resources. In the other areas, curriculum content, 
teacher quality, and time, progress has been slow and little. In terms of 
curriculum content, the report says "it is a national shame that nearly 
a third of our high school students still do not take the rigorous pro- 
gram of study recommended in 1983 for all students," and "[b]oth easy 
courses and this smorgasbord still remain, with diluted content now 
hiding behind inflated course names. The educational achievement of 
17-year-old students has largely stagnated since then" (U.S. Depart- 
ment of Education, 2008b, pp. 3-4). Although the "time dedicated to 
academics during the school day in the United States has risen slightly 
since 1983, . . . we are spending fewer hours per week on academic 
subjects and have a shorter school year than many other industrial- 
ized countries" (p. 6). And in terms of teacher quality, "while most 
teachers have taken the steps necessary to meet their states' Highly 
Qualified Teacher definition, there is little evidence to conclude that 
this provision has led to notable increases in the requisite subject- 
matter knowledge of teachers or to increases in measures of individ- 
ual teacher effectiveness" (p. 6). 

Roy Romer, former governor of Colorado, is the chair and chief 
spokesperson of Strong American Schools, a nonprofit project respon- 
sible for running Ed in '08, a campaign aimed at pushing a national 
curriculum and standards, more accountability, and teacher merit pay. 
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In April 2008, Romer wrote the following in an op-ed piece in the Den- 
ver Post: "[W]hile 'A Nation at Risk' was successful in transforming the 
national dialogue over education, it fell short in transforming our 
nation's education policies. In the 25 years since its release, many of 
the problems first noted in the report have actually gotten worse." In 
the same month, Romer's organization released a report titled A Stag- 
nant Nation: Why American Students Are Still at Risk, which includes a 
"Report Card on Selected Reforms Recommended by A Nation at Risk." 
The report card lists the following "selected reforms": 

• Content: 

- Raise high school graduation requirements. 

• Standards: 

- Grades should be indicators of actual learning. 

- System of nationwide tests that signal readiness for the next 
stage of learning. 

• Time: 

- Significantly expand students' learning time. 

• Teaching: 

- Make teaching salaries performance-based and market- 
sensitive. 

The report card shows Fs on the first Standards reform component 
(grades) and on the Time and Teaching reforms. It shows a C on the 
second Standards reform component (nationwide tests) and an A on 
Content (Ed in '08, 2008, p. 4). In the press release accompanying this 
report, Romer is quoted as saying the following: 

Our schools have been underperforming for 25 years. America is slip- 
ping farther and farther behind the rest of the world academically 
because we have been unable to enact meaningful reforms or substan- 
tially improve student learning in the last quarter century. (Strong 
American Schools, 2008) 

The fallacy seems obvious here. If American education has been 
at risk for more than 25 years — some say 40 years — and continues to 
deteriorate, and if education is said to determine a nation's and its citi- 
zens' success, how can we explain the fact that America continues to 
be competitive? We can come up with a number of propositions. The 



Why America Hasn't Lost Yet 



45 



first is that education is not related to a country's economic success. 
This proposition can be easily refuted because it has been generally 
established that the educational attainment of a country's citizens has 
a direct effect on its economic prosperity and other indicators of suc- 
cess. The second proposition is that American education has not been 
in crisis — at least not in the way the reformers have suggested. The 
crisis was manufactured (Berliner & Biddle, 1995) for political reasons, 
as discussed in Chapter 2. A large portion of the evidence used to sup- 
port the "crisis" assessment has been intentionally selected or mis- 
interpreted, or is the result of deep social and cultural issues outside 
the schools. Keith Baker's study of the relationship (or lack thereof) 
between performance on international tests and indicators of nations' 
success discussed in Chapter 1 suggests a third possibility. Because 
test scores do not predict a nation's success and the persistent poor 
performance of American students on international tests since the 
1960s has not resulted in its demise, it is useful to consider what really 
helped the United States to maintain its global lead. 

Thus far, most international studies have focused on the technical 
aspect of education but failed to understand the philosophical aspects. 
Guided by the firm belief that test scores equal quality of education 
and, by association, quality of students as citizens, what is being 
taught, and how it is taught in schools, researchers have focused on 
how certain subjects (especially math, science, and reading) are taught 
in the classroom. They have also focused on how high-performing 
countries organize the knowledge into standardized curriculum, how 
national standards and high-stakes tests encourage teachers and stu- 
dents to spend more time on these subjects, and what distinguishes 
teachers in high-performing countries from low-performing ones. Of 
course, if we look hard enough, we can find answers. As a result, 
researchers have found differences between high-performing coun- 
tries and low-performing ones in curriculum arrangement, teacher 
knowledge and practices, standards, and testing. These factors may 
explain the differences in test scores, but they are only a small part of 
the educational experiences of a child. What really matters, or what 
really helped the United States maintain its lead, may lie somewhere 
else, such as in the overall philosophical approach to education, the 
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aggregation of all activities outside and inside the school, and how 
teachers and students treat one another. 

Talent Shows: Showcasing the 
Strengths of American Education 

It was an exciting day for the children at Central Elementary School in 
Okemos, Michigan. They had two opportunities to show their talents 
to their parents, friends, siblings, and classmates — one in the after- 
noon and one in the evening. I was invited to attend the evening 
performance by my 5th grade daughter. For about an hour, my wife 
and I, together with about 100 other parents, watched, laughed, and 
applauded as the show went on in the school gym with a makeshift 
stage. The 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders displayed their talents: singing, 
dancing, karate, piano, violin, drum, fashion show — anything as long 
as it was "G-rated," according to my 9-year-old. The event was funny, 
amusing, mesmerizing, and pride-invoking for the adults, but dead 
serious for the children. The performances were of uneven quality, as 
one might expect. Some were pretty good, but most were not that 
great. Nonetheless, all the performers won enthusiastic applause from 
the audience. 

This was not the first time I had attended such an event involving 
my children. This was, I am certain, not the only such school event 
happening all around the country on that day. But every time I attend 
an event like this, I cannot help but discuss with my wife the differ- 
ences between education in China and the United States. Both my wife 
and I were born in China and went through the Chinese education 
system, although in different situations. I attended a very impover- 
ished rural village school, whereas she attended a much better school 
in a large city. All the students in my school were children of peasants, 
and most of the students in her school were children of college profes- 
sors. But surprisingly, our reflections on the talent show were almost 
identical. 

What struck us most is the lack of standards in these talent shows. 
There was no selection process to decide who was qualified to enter 
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the show. All students in the three grades were invited and could enter 
the show if they filled out a form. The short audition was simply to let 
the organizers know what each student was planning to do. There was 
no judge, no assessment of the performance during the show. No prize 
or award was given after the show, either. But all the performers took 
the show seriously, dressed in their best, and some even appeared ner- 
vous. No doubt they worked very hard to win over the audience and 
took great pride in their "talents." And they were all rewarded. Regard- 
less of what and how they performed, they received loud applause for 
their effort. 

In the lack of standards and evaluation we see one of the greatest 
values of American culture expressed in education: the value of indi- 
viduals. Deeply ingrained in the American culture are the fundamen- 
tal rights of the individual, respect for and celebration of individual 
differences. The United States of America was founded on the princi- 
ple that all persons have equal rights and that government is respon- 
sible to, and derives its powers from, its individual citizens. The 
Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights make clear that the 
very foundation of government rests on the inalienable rights of the 
people and of each individual. Throughout U.S. history, we have seen 
a constant struggle to protect individuals against the tyranny of gov- 
ernment and special interest groups. Although not perfect, the United 
States is perhaps one of the few countries in the world where individu- 
als are so valued. To a much greater degree than others in the world, 
Americans have espoused the belief of Albert Einstein that "all that is 
valuable in human society depends upon the opportunity for develop- 
ment accorded to the individual." 

The talent show was a demonstration of this belief, expressed 
through the vehicle of American education, which according to 
Thomas Jefferson should be "adapted to the years, to the capacity, and 
the condition of every one, and directed to their freedom and happi- 
ness" (Jefferson, 1904, p. 204). Accordingly, all children have the right 
to pursue freedom and happiness. All children should be accepted 
and be provided with equal opportunity to help realize their potential. 
Thus, the talent show held by a public school should allow each child 
who wishes to participate to do so. 
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The lack of standards and assessment may provoke some critics 
of American education to argue that these kinds of practices lead to a 
lack of rigor in education, and it may be precisely that attitude that has 
caused American students' low performance on international tests. 
But I argue that activities such as the talent show at Central Elemen- 
tary School represent one of the greatest strengths of American educa- 
tion for a number of reasons. 

First, the talent show is inclusive. It enables everyone, not only 
those who are endowed with superior talents or family wealth, to par- 
ticipate. More important, it recognizes a broad range of talents, not 
only those sanctioned or desired by certain groups. As a result, it pre- 
serves a pool of diverse talents for the country, and such diversity is 
precisely one of the factors that has kept America strong (a point I 
discuss later in this chapter). It also teaches the children, our future 
citizens, to respect others, to understand that people have different 
talents and that all talents are needed. Furthermore, it broadens chil- 
dren's perspectives. Through these talent shows, they may discover 
new talents in their classmates, new talents in themselves, and new 
areas that they may become interested in. 

Second, the talent show encourages initiative and responsibility. 
The freedom to enter the show is also a responsibility for the students. 
They must take the initiative to enter and assume the responsibility to 
prepare for the show, to be there on time, and to deliver their best per- 
formance. As well, they must face the consequences of their choice and 
actions. For these young children, it does take courage to face a public 
audience of their parents, siblings, and friends. But when they are 
intrinsically motivated, they become courageous. Being able to take 
initiative and assume responsibility is critical for successful citizens in 
modern society. 

Third, the activity sends a strong message to the community, the 
public, and the parents that our schools value different talents, that 
their children are all talented in different ways. This message is impor- 
tant for parents because they often look to schools for criteria to judge 
their children, to assess how their children are doing in school. Main- 
taining a broad definition of success in the community is key to main- 
taining a diversity of talents in a society. 
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Last, the activity helps all the children to be proud of their 
strengths rather than focusing on their weaknesses. Everyone is tal- 
ented, but in different ways and in different areas. By now, more than 
25 years after Howard Gardner's seminal book Frames of Mind: The 
Theory of Multiple Intelligences was first published in 1983, we generally 
accept the idea that there is more than one "intelligence" and each of 
us possesses a unique set of intelligences. As Gardner wrote in his 
introduction to the 10th edition of his 1983 book, 

In the heyday of the psychometric and behaviorist eras, it was generally 
believed that intelligence was a single entity that was inherited; and that 
human beings — initially a blank slate — could be trained to learn any- 
thing, provided that it was presented in an appropriate way. Nowadays 
an increasing number of researchers believe precisely the opposite; that 
there exists a multitude of intelligences, quite independent of each other; 
that each intelligence has its own strengths and constraints; that the 
mind is far from unencumbered at birth; and that it is unexpectedly dif- 
ficult to teach things that go against early "naive" theories or that chal- 
lenge the natural lines of force within an intelligence and its matching 
domains. (Gardner, 1993, p. xxiii) 

Gardner initially proposed that the "multiple intelligences" 
included seven different types: linguistic, logical-mathematical, musi- 
cal, bodily-kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. But 
seven is only an arbitrary figure for the ranges of human intelligences, 
as Gardner himself acknowledges. Later, he added more types. 

Gardner suggests that each individual manifests varying levels 
of these different intelligences. That is, we are "intelligent" in different 
domains, more intelligent in some areas than others. In other words, 
we are born to be good at something but poor at other things. As a 
result, each of us has a unique talent profile. 

Of course, most of us are not polarized — that is, able to do some- 
thing extremely well but unable to do other things at all. This lack of 
extreme is why the majority of the population, regardless of race or 
gender, can sing, dance, play chess, learn to speak different languages, 
perform basic mathematical operations, learn to read and write, paint, 
and swim, but few of us can sing as well as Luciano Pavarotti, dance 
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as well as Margot Fonteyn, play chess as well as Garry Kasparov, speak 
as many languages as Harold Williams, master mathematics as well as 
Johann Carl Friedrich Gauss, write as well as William Shakespeare, 
paint as well as Leonardo da Vinci, and swim as well as Susie O'Neill, 
no matter how hard we try. 

The difference in our predisposition to learn something at birth, 
or aptitude, may not be huge in the majority of the human race, but it 
does result in differences in the speed we require to learn new things 
and the ultimate level we can reach. As Jane Goodall says in her book 
In the Shadow of Man, "Some humans are mathematicians; others 
aren't." This at least partially explains why some people are better at 
learning foreign languages than others, some students can learn to 
read earlier than others, and some can excel in math courses while oth- 
ers can play better music. 

Talent shows and similar activities are the venues where children 
can discover their own unique talents and maintain a positive self- 
image. Because schools — American schools included — primarily focus 
on academic talents and discriminate against other talents, talent 
shows and the like become extremely important in helping children 
appreciate what they have, instead of what they don't have. Being able 
to recognize one's strengths and be supported by others is critical for 
success in later life, as Jenifer Fox (2008) writes in her book Your Child's 
Strengths: Discover Them, Develop Them, Use Them. 

Talent shows are just one example from American education, 
which has traditionally created a culture that respects individual dif- 
ferences, endorses individual interests, and supports a broad range of 
talents. Other examples include the numerous after-school extracur- 
ricular activities, such as various clubs, athletic activities, music and 
art programs, scouts, and field trips. In comparison, Asian countries 
such as China and Japan spend much less time on extracurricular 
activities (Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). Traditional research has tried to 
draw a connection between students' involvement in extracurricular 
activities and their academic performance, which could be important. 
Although the research on the effects of extracurricular activities on 
academic performance remains inconclusive (Hunt, 2005), what such 
activities cultivate in a person and a people is perhaps much more 
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important. For individuals, extracurricular activities affirm the value 
of their existence, boost their self-esteem and sense of success, encour- 
age them to pursue their own interests, and help justify and maintain 
their interests. For a nation, a broader definition of success and of what 
talents are valuable, beyond academic performance in a few subjects, 
preserves and cultivates a diversity of talent. Such diversity is essen- 
tial for adapting to changing societies and economies. 

Learning from Honeybees: Advantages of Diversity 

Scientists have found that genetic diversity enhances a population's 
ability to adapt to a changing environment. That is, the more geneti- 
cally diverse a group is, the more likely it can survive and adapt to 
environmental changes. Genetic diversity also enhances productiv- 
ity — at least among honeybees. Heather Mattila and Tom Seeley, two 
researchers at Cornell University, found that the productivity of the 
genetically diverse honeybee colonies far exceeded that of the uniform 
colonies during swarming, an energy- and resource-depleting activity 
that stresses the entire honeybee population (Mattila & Seeley, 2007). 

Although biologists understand that diversity is important for a 
healthy ecosystem, "it is true of an economic system as well . . . the 
competitive place won't just focus on industrial diversity, but perhaps 
even more importantly on human diversity," according to urban 
development and planning expert Donovan Rypkema (Florida, 2005, 
pp. 35-36). The importance of talent diversity for national develop- 
ment has been well demonstrated by Richard Florida from an eco- 
nomic perspective and Amy Chua from a historical perspective. 

In his two books about the so-called creative class — The Rise of the 
Creative Class and The Flight of the Creative Class — University of Toronto 
professor Richard Florida documents the increasing importance of 
creativity for economic growth and suggests that tolerance is one of 
the three factors (the other two being technology and talent) that 
drive economic growth and innovation in today's society. He and 
his colleagues studied economic growth in different regions in the 
United States to find out "why some places are better than others at 
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generating, attracting, and holding on to these critical factors of pro- 
duction," and their answer is "their openness, diversity, and toler- 
ance — or lack thereof" (Florida, 2005, p. 38). 

Tolerance is the central theme of Yale law professor Amy Chua's 
book Day of Empire: How Hyperpowers Rise to Global Dominance — and 
Why They Fall.ln the book, she explains why and how "hyperpowers" — 
countries that once gained world dominance — achieved and lost such 
powerful positions in history. A historical look at the rise and demise 
of various historical hyperpowers — Persia, Rome, Tang China, the 
Mongols, the Dutch, the British, and the United States — reveals a sim- 
ple yet fascinating pattern: these hyperpowers were all extraordinarily 
tolerant, inclusive, and pluralistic. This does not necessarily mean that 
the ruling class of these world-dominating powers treated all people 
in their societies equally, at least by today's standards; but they all 
found ways to fit the newly added peoples, either through coloniza- 
tion or migration, into the existing society. Thus, Chua argues, the 
hyperpowers succeeded by harnessing the skills and energies of indi- 
viduals from very different backgrounds and by attracting and exploit- 
ing highly talented groups that were excluded in other societies. And 
these powers (except for the United States — at least not yet) ultimately 
lost their dominance and faded into history because they somehow 
lost their tolerance. 

How does talent diversity work in relationship to a country's 
prosperity? First, different talents complement each other. Economic 
productivity or any large-scale projects, such as wars, require a multi- 
tude of talents. It is difficult to imagine a war involving just one type 
of individual. You need some who are good at planning, some good at 
commanding, some good at information gathering, some good at pre- 
dicting the weather, some good at geography, and some good at the 
actual fighting. You need some for food preparation, some for logis- 
tics, some for making weapons, some for using the weapons, and 
some for entertaining the troops. The complementary function of 
diverse talents is confirmed by research. Richard Florida (2005, p. 7) 
cites research by Gianmarco Ottaviano of the University of Bologna 
and Giovanni Peri of the University of California at Davis to show 
the connection between ethnic and cultural diversity and economic 
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growth in U.S. regions. The researchers found that "a more multicul- 
tural urban environment makes U.S.-born citizens more productive" 
because the immigrants have skills that complement those of the 
American people, and they provide valuable services that Americans 
would prefer not to do. 

Second, talent diversity breeds innovation and encourages inno- 
vators. Different talents bring different and often fresh perspectives. 
Historically, major changes in science, technology, business models, 
and social sciences were often started by individuals who were on the 
margin of, new to, or even outside the mainstream of the field they 
later contributed to. Taking the information technology industry as an 
example, Bill Gates of Microsoft, Steve Jobs of Apple Computers, Larry 
Ellison of Oracle, and Michael Dell of Dell Inc. all were young college 
dropouts and revolutionaries of the IT industry in their own ways. 
They brought different and fresh perspectives and were not part of the 
establishment. In the IT industry, cultural and ethnic diversity seems 
to play a role as well. Google's cofounder Sergey Brin is a Russian 
immigrant; eBay's founder, Pierre M. Omidyar, is a French-born Ira- 
nian immigrant; and Yahoo's cofounder Jerry Yang is a Chinese immi- 
grant from Taiwan. 

Third, talent diversity prepares societies for change. Just as 
genetic diversity is critical for the viability of biological species, so is 
talent diversity for societies. When the natural environment changes 
and new diseases develop, genetic diversity makes it possible for spe- 
cies to adapt to these changes and avoid being wiped out. Human 
societies change, too. New technologies bring new industries and ren- 
der old ones obsolete, thus displacing jobs. Competitors from foreign 
countries or regions force changes in industries when they gain advan- 
tage in terms of labor costs, access to markets, or natural resources. To 
cope with major changes, a society needs a diverse pool of talent to 
continually lead new development and work in the new industries. 

In the last century, the U.S. economy has gone through significant 
transformations. One hundred years ago, in the early part of the 20th 
century, the structure of employment dramatically shifted from agri- 
culture to industry. In the decades following World War II, the U.S. econ- 
omy transformed again, this time from industry to services. In 1900, 
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almost 38 percent of the U.S. workforce was employed in agriculture; 
the number dropped to 6 percent in 1960. Today, less than 1 percent 
of the U.S. workforce is in agriculture (Florida, 2005). Manufacturing, 
the largest component of the industrial or goods sector, employed 13.5 
million people in 1947 and peaked in 1979 with 19.5 million employees, 
but has since dropped to 14.5 million; the share of manufacturing in 
total nonfarm employment declined from 33 percent to 11 percent 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008). In the meantime, the total number of 
employees in the service sector has increased dramatically. The service 
sector includes the following "supersectors" defined by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics: trade, transportation, and utilities; information; finan- 
cial activities; professional and business services; education and health 
services; leisure and hospitality; other services; and public administra- 
tion. Since 1945, the total number of employees in the service sector has 
increased from 25 million to 109.3 million. 

Major shifts in employment structure indicate dramatic changes 
in the need for different kinds of talent. To cope with these changes, a 
diverse pool of talent can adapt much more effectively than an impov- 
erished one. For example, if everyone in the United States had been 
good only at manufacturing, it would have been very difficult for the 
country to quickly adapt to new industries such as information tech- 
nology, which has grown significantly since the 1990s as the manufac- 
turing industry has declined. 

"Children Are Like Popcorn": Second Chances 

"Children are like popcorn," Mrs. Lippe, my son's 1st grade teacher, 
told me at a parent-teacher conference. "They all pop, some sooner 
and some later," she added, "but in the end, they all pop." Mrs. Lippe's 
words are still fresh in my mind after almost 10 years. During those 10 
years, I have met many teachers in different situations, including those 
who took my classes, attended my lectures, joined international study 
tours I led, and, of course, taught my two children. I found that Mrs. 
Lippe's view of children is shared by many of the teachers I have inter- 
acted with in the United States. The belief that every child can "pop," 
can learn, and can prosper is deeply ingrained in the mind of Ameri- 
can teachers. As a result of this belief, American students are given 
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many "second chances" instead of being judged and sorted into differ- 
ent groups based on their performance at a very early stage. 

Different societies take different approaches to talent develop- 
ment. American sociologist Ralph Turner contrasted two different sys- 
tems of social mobility through education in an essay published in 
American Sociological Review. In this essay Turner (1960) compares sec- 
ondary education in the United States and Britain and suggests that 
the American system is characterized by "contest mobility" whereas 
"sponsored mobility" is norm in the British system. According to 
Turner, in a system of contest mobility everyone is assumed to be 
equal and participates in the same contest for upward social mobility. 
Achievement is attributed directly to the effort each contestant puts in. 
Those individuals who put in more effort are better rewarded as "the 
governing objective of contest mobility is to give elite status to those 
who earn it. . . . Under the contest system society at large establishes 
and interprets the criteria of elite status" (p. 858). Contest mobility sys- 
tems tend not to make early decisions and judgments about an indi- 
vidual — the race is always going on and people should have many 
opportunities to participate. As a result, in contest mobility systems, 
individual talents, as diverse as they may be, are tolerated and pre- 
served until much later, when specialization is called for. 

In contrast, in systems of sponsored mobility, an individual's 
admission to the elite groups is sponsored by the existing elites, simi- 
lar to the process of gaining access to exclusive social clubs that only 
admit new members sponsored by existing members. Sponsored 
mobility systems tend to identify potential members for each social 
group early, according to their perceived "qualifications" and "merit." 
Students in sponsored mobility systems are subject to path-defining 
examinations and tests early in their life and are sorted accordingly 
toward the forms of schooling and training that are deemed "appro- 
priate" to their perceived talents and that will determine their sub- 
sequent educational and occupational careers. Consequently, in 
sponsored mobility systems, the talents that are valued and hence 
suitable for promoting to elite social groups are announced and 
encouraged early, whereas other talents are suppressed or sorted into 
less desirable social groups. 
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Correspondingly, contest mobility systems are likely to follow a 
decentralized education model, in which local control of schooling is 
encouraged. The local community, parents, educators, and students 
are allowed to make decisions about what is important to teach and 
learn. There is generally no high-stakes testing that follows a central- 
ized curriculum or academic standards. In contrast, for a sponsored 
mobility system to function, it must have standardized tests, and the 
tests are used almost as the exclusive mechanism to sort students. 
These tests typically focus on the talents or knowledge deemed valu- 
able by the elite groups. 

The American education system is a quintessential example of 
the contest mobility model. It provides a more egalitarian platform for 
individuals to develop their talents and pursue their interests by 
delaying selection until after high school. In this system, students are 
not sorted early on into different tracks in school (which lead to differ- 
ent social groups after school) based on a few high-stakes tests. Stu- 
dents thus have ample opportunity to experiment with different 
activities and programs before graduating from high school. 

As a result, this system gives "late bloomers" a chance to succeed. 
It is no secret that individuals develop at different paces, as Mrs. Lippe 
said. For genetic and environmental reasons, some individuals develop 
their talents earlier and faster than others. Even two individuals with 
the same level of giftedness can have two different developmental tra- 
jectories, according to psychologist Dean Simonton (2005), a distin- 
guished professor at the University of California at Davis. An early 
selection approach would favor only the "early bloomers," but not 
everyone is a child prodigy. Instead, history has witnessed plenty of 
late bloomers in all fields of human activity. They are like the ugly 
duckling in Hans Christian Andersen's story. In his early life, the young 
swan was ugly, clumsy, and strange, judged based on the standards of 
ducks. He was too large, ate too much, and did not have the same beau- 
tiful feathers as his duck brothers. It was not until he was fully devel- 
oped that he found out he was actually a swan, and a beautiful one. 

In addition to providing opportunities to succeed, the contest 
mobility model provides a broad range of opportunities for individu- 
als to explore their interests, because it doesn't sort them when they are 
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young. The American system attempts to treat everyone equally and 
provides the same opportunities to all students. The students thus can 
try out different options and decide what they would like to pursue 
much later than students in some other countries. We all know that we 
are not really certain about what we want to do or what we are good at 
until we have experienced it; this is especially true when we are young. 
We know plenty of people who change their interests and their careers 
during their lifetime. Schools thus should be the place for us to experi- 
ence and experiment with different options in life and decide what we 
want to pursue later. This opportunity is critical in helping individuals 
discover their true passion and fully develop their strengths. 

Being able to work on things that we truly love not only makes it 
more enjoyable for us but also increases our productivity. When we 
are passionate about what we do, we are more likely to put in more 
effort and be more creative. It appears that the American education 
system has indeed produced a workforce that is more concerned about 
personal interest than external reward. A World Values Survey found 
that when asked to select the important aspects in a job, about 82 per- 
cent of Americans mentioned "a job that is interesting." In stark con- 
trast, only 18 percent of Chinese mentioned this. More than 42 percent 
of Americans selected "Doing an important job" as their first choice 
when looking for a job, while only 23 percent of Chinese made the 
same choice (World Values Survey, 1999-2004). 

Furthermore, the American education system has helped its 
graduates to develop a belief that their own efforts can make a differ- 
ence in their life and in the world. It instills in them a "can-do" spirit 
regardless of their own backgrounds. It helps develop the American 
cultural ethos that is embedded in the American dream, portrayed by 
such writers as Horatio Alger. This has been confirmed by empirical 
research. For example, Deborah Abowitz (2005), a sociology professor 
of Bucknell University, conducted a study of American college stu- 
dents and found that they indeed believed in the American dream and 
the notion that with hard work anything is possible. She found that 
the students strongly supported the statement that "one can live well 
in America" and strongly disagreed that family background was the 
most important factor in determining social mobility. 
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An Imperfect System That Others Seek to Emulate 

My comments on the strengths of the American education system can 
be and have been perceived by many as an unqualified endorsement, 
as if I were saying that American education is perfect. The truth is that 
I am very critical of American education. In no way do I think Ameri- 
can education is perfect. It is riddled with serious problems, such as 
the vast inequalities between the rich and the poor; the outdated, irrel- 
evant, and America-centric curriculum; the lack of qualified teachers; 
the disengagement of students; and the increasing faith in testing. 

Moreover, the strengths I praise can also be viewed by some as 
weaknesses. The amount of time American children devote to talent 
shows, athletic activities, and other social interactions necessarily 
takes away time and attention that could be devoted to studying the 
core academic subjects, for example. The contest mobility model, 
although creating an environment in which individuals can explore 
their own interests, participate equally in the contest for as long as 
possible, and try out a broad range of subjects before specialization, 
can be viewed as a waste of time and resources. The "mile wide and 
inch deep" curriculum affords more flexibility for students and teach- 
ers to learn and teach, but it does allow the possibility that some teach- 
ers and schools may choose to do only the minimum, in which case the 
students suffer from low expectations and a lack of rigor. 

Consequently, the strengths of American education are also at 
least partially responsible for the poor performance of U.S. students on 
international tests. They spend considerably less time on the tested 
subjects such as math, reading, and science than their peers in high- 
performing countries because they are engaged in other activities. And 
time on task is perhaps one of the best predicators of performance. In 
addition, not everyone in the United States views math, science, and 
reading as the most important thing in life, and as a result not every- 
one puts in as much effort on them. When compared with students in 
other countries where test scores in math, reading, and science matter 
so much to social mobility that almost everyone focuses on these sub- 
jects, it should be no surprise that U.S. students do not test as well. Put 
another way, suppose we have two groups of 10 individuals. In one 
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group everyone studies math, and in the other each member studies 
something different. We should expect that the first group will per- 
form better, on average, than the second group, on math tests. But the 
first group would do poorly when judged against measures of diver- 
sity or performances in areas other than math. 

We thus face a choice of what we want: a diversity of talents, of 
individuals who are passionate, curious, self-confident, and risk tak- 
ing; or a nation of excellent test takers, outstanding performers on 
math and reading tests. 

The current education reformers in the United States seem to 
have made a choice, albeit a wrong one, in my opinion. The reformers 
have chosen test scores in a limited number of subject areas (the core 
academics) over diversity, individual interests, creativity, and the risk- 
taking spirit that has helped sustain a strong economy and society in 
the United States. In fairness, the reformers, the proponents of stan- 
dards and standardization, accountability, and the core academics, do 
not really intend to destroy the strengths of American education. They 
reason that standards, accountability, and high-stakes testing will not 
lead to the loss of the traditional strengths of American education, that 
creativity and high academic achievement are not mutually exclusive, 
and that knowledge of math, reading, and science are the most impor- 
tant knowledge for the future. 

I, too, would like to believe these arguments and would like to 
see excellent academic achievement, great test scores in math and sci- 
ence, and all our children "above average," like the children in Garri- 
son Keillor's Lake Wobegon. And it seems theoretically possible. But 
unfortunately, the reality does not seem to support the belief. As men- 
tioned in Chapter 1, NCLB has already led to a narrowing of curricu- 
lum, elimination or reduction of time devoted to other activities and 
subjects that are not directly related to improved test scores in math 
and reading, and teachers shifting their focus to teach to the test. 

An even more illuminating way to understand the consequences 
of standards, high-stakes testing, and an exclusive focus on a narrow 
set of subjects is to examine other education systems that have a long 
history of implementing these strategies and are eager to abandon 
them. There are many such educational systems, including those in 
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China, South Korea, Singapore, and Japan. These countries, like the 
United States, have embarked on massive education reforms, but their 
reform efforts are moving in the opposite direction. These countries 
have been admired by Americans as models of excellence because of 
their impressive performance on international comparative tests in 
math, science, and reading. However, their reform efforts seem to be 
emulating American education: more local autonomy, more flexibility, 
more choice, less testing, less content, and less standardization. Let's 
examine these examples more closely. 

China 

In 1999, the highest governing bodies of China (the Central Committee 
of the Chinese Communist Party and the State Council) issued the 
Decision to Further Educational Systemic Reform and Promote Quality- 
Oriented Education (Zhonggong Zhongyang [Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party] & Guowuyuan [State Council], 1999). The 
document establishes the fundamental goal of Chinese education as 
providing all children, the socialist successors, with quality education 
that promotes moral, academic, physical, and aesthetic excellence. It 
announces a series of significant changes in China's education system: 

• Abolish the entrance examination for middle school. All ele- 
mentary school students should enter middle school directly, without 
taking an exam. 

• Encourage secondary and elementary schools to implement 
their own graduation examinations. 

• Develop new approaches for evaluating and assessing schools, 
teachers, and students that are consistent with the spirit of "quality 
education." 

• Forbid local governments from imposing admission rates on 
schools and using admission rates as measures of school quality. The 
public, parents, and students should be encouraged to contribute to 
the evaluation of schools. 

• Reform college entrance exams and admissions. The subjects 
and content of college entrance exams should focus on assessing 
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students' abilities and overall qualities. Qualified provincial govern- 
ments are encouraged to implement a variety of experiments with the 
college admissions and exam systems. Grant colleges more autonomy 
in admissions decisions. 

• Expand access to higher education. By 2010, the gross enroll- 
ment rate in higher education should reach 15 percent. 

• Reform school curriculum and diversify textbooks. 

In 2001, the Ministry of Education introduced a set of policies 
focusing on curriculum reform (Jiaoyubu [Ministry of Education], 
2001). The most significant ones are the following: (1) develop new 
curriculum standards to replace the national syllabus, and restructure 
school curriculum to allow more flexibility at the school level and 
more choices for students; (2) allow any publisher to publish text- 
books following the curriculum standards, which essentially ends the 
50-year monopoly of the People's Education Press, formerly a branch 
of the ministry; and (3) grant local governments the freedom to choose 
textbooks. 

The new curriculum aims to "equip students with patriotism, 
collectivism, a love for socialism, and the Chinese cultural traditions, 
as well as moral-ethic values, democratic spirit with Chinese charac- 
teristics" (Jiaoyubu, 2001). Furthermore, the new curriculum has as its 
goal fostering creativity, developing practical abilities, and cultivating 
scientific and humanistic spirit as well as environmental awareness. It 
is also intended to ensure that students develop physical and mental 
fitness, good aesthetic tastes, and healthy lifestyles. 

South Korea 

In 2001, South Korea, one of the consistent top performers in interna- 
tional comparative studies such as TIMSS, released a new national 
curriculum, the 7th National Curriculum (Ministry of Education and 
Human Resources Development, 2001). It aims to cultivate creative, 
autonomous, and self-driven individuals who will lead the era's devel- 
opments in information, knowledge, and globalization through a num- 
ber of strategies: 
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• Promote fundamental and basic education that fosters sound 
human beings and nurtures creativity. 

• Help students build self -leading capacity so that they well meet 
the challenges of today's globalization and information development. 

• Implement learner-oriented education that suits the students' 
capability aptitude, and career development needs. 

• Ensure expanded autonomy for the local community and 
schools in curriculum planning and operation. 

Singapore 

Since 1997, Singapore, another frequent high flyer in international 
comparative studies, has engaged in a major curriculum reform initia- 
tive. Titled Thinking Schools, Learning Nation, this initiative aims to 
develop all students into active learners with critical thinking skills 
and to develop a creative and critical thinking culture within schools. 
Its key strategies include the following: 

• Explicitly teach critical and creative thinking skills. 

• Reduce subject content. 

• Revise assessment modes. 

• Place greater emphasis on processes instead of on outcomes 
when appraising schools. 

In 2005, the Ministry of Education in Singapore released another 
major policy document, Nurturing Every Child: Flexibility and Diversity 
in Singapore Schools, which called for a more varied curriculum, a focus 
on learning rather than teaching, and more autonomy for schools and 
teachers (Ministry of Education, 2005). 

Japan 

Since 2001, Japan has been working to implement its Education Plan for 
the 21st Century, which has three major objectives. The first is "enhanc- 
ing emotional education," that is, cultivating students as emotionally 
well-rounded human beings. The second objective is "realizing a school 
system that helps children develop their individuality and gives them 
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diverse choices" by moving toward a diverse, flexible educational sys- 
tem that encourages individuality and cultivates creativity. The third 
is "promoting a system in which the school's autonomy is respected" 
through decentralizing educational administration, enhancing local 
autonomy, and enabling independent self-management at the school 
level (Iwao, 2000). 



Divergent Paths 

Clearly our Asian counterparts have taken a very different — in fact, 
opposite — approach in their education reform efforts. While the United 
States is moving toward more standardization and centralization, the 
Asian countries are working hard to allow more flexibility and auton- 
omy at the local level. While the United States is investing resources to 
ensure that all students take the same courses and pass the same tests, 
the Asian countries are advocating for more individualization and 
attending to emotions, creativity, and other skills. While the United 
States is raising the stakes on testing, the Asian countries are exerting 
great efforts to reduce the power and pressure of testing. 

Why are the Asian countries, which some American reform- 
ers admire, eager to abandon their education tradition, which seems 
to have resulted in high test scores or academic excellence, and 
instead learn from America? The answer is simple: because they 
know very well the damage that results from standardization and 
high-stakes testing. In the next chapter, I use China as an example 
to show the wide range of negative consequences of excessive testing 
and standardization. 



4 



Why China Isn't a Threat Yet: 

The Costs of High Scores 



Some labor with their minds, and some labor with their 
strength. Those who labor with their minds govern others; 
those who labor with their strength are governed by 
others. 

— Mencius, Chinese philosopher 

I would suggest that all students be given an additional 
hour of sleep. ... Be sure to make nine hours of sleep a 
rule. An order to this effect should be issued and enforced; 
there should be no argument about it. Let young people 
have enough sleep, and the teachers too. 

— Mao Tse-tung 



On November 20, 2006, China's Premier Wen Jiabao invited six educa- 
tion leaders in higher and basic education to the State Council for a 
special meeting that also included high-level government officials in 
charge of education. "I have been pondering over a few questions for 
quite a while now, and I want to ask for your advice today," Wen said, 
opening the meeting in his usual straightforward and humble manner. 
He then told of a visit with Qian Xuesen, a well-known rocket scientist 
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who had studied at MIT, received his Ph.D. from the California Insti- 
tute of Technology, and served on the faculty there before returning to 
China in the 1950s and leading China's early space programs. "Last 
year when I visited Qian Xuesen, he told me that one of the important 
reasons that China has not fully developed is that not one university 
has been able to follow a model that can produce creative and innova- 
tive talents; none has its own unique innovations, and thus has not 
produced distinguished individuals." Wen continued, "In my under- 
standing, Mr. Qian's 'distinguished individuals' are not ordinary tal- 
ents, but truly distinguished masters. Our student population has been 
on the rise, and our universities are getting larger, but how to prepare 
more distinguished talents? This is a question that causes great anxiety 
in me." Wen spent the next three hours listening and talking with the 
participants (B. Li, 2006). 

Premier Wen's Anxiety 

Wen has plenty of reasons to be anxious and concerned over the short- 
age of creative and innovative talent. Despite China's astounding 
double-digit growth for more than two decades, its economy remains 
one that is labor intensive rather than knowledge intensive. The 
growth has been largely fueled by its vast and cheap labor instead of 
technology. In other words, as the "world's factory," China has been 
mostly making things invented or designed elsewhere (Shenkar, 2006). 
According to a report of the Chinese National Statistics Bureau, only 
about 2,000 Chinese companies owned the patent for the core tech- 
nology used in the products they produced in 2005; that number rep- 
resents less than 0.003 percent of all Chinese companies in that year 
(X. Zhao & Wu, 2005). As a result, although products worth billions of 
dollars are made in China, they are not made by China. For example, 
only the four wheels and one battery on the Hyundai automobile pro- 
duced at the Hyundai plant in Beijing are made by China (Wen, 2008). 

As such, cheap labor does not generate large profits. Bo Xilai, 
China's former minister of commerce, once told a group of French bus- 
iness leaders that in order for China to import one Airbus 380 aircraft, 
it needs to export 800 million shirts (Xinhua News Agency, 2005). Bo's 
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comment illustrates the problems of China's labor-intensive and low- 
profit economy. An even more telling example is the toy industry in 
China, which exports about 70 percent of the world's toys. On aver- 
age, China makes about half of a U.S. dollar for a toy with a $10 retail 
price in the United States or Europe (Beijing Youth Newspaper, 2003). 
Worse yet, a worker in China is paid 17 U.S. cents for the Bratz doll 
that sells for $16 or more in the U.S. retail market (Rushe, 2006). 

An economy built on cheap labor is very volatile in a world 
where plenty of countries have a cheap workforce. Rising labor costs 
and increasing value of its currency have already threatened China's 
status as the "world's factory." Thousands of factories in the Pearl River 
Delta region have been closed since 2007. Located in south China, with 
easy access to Hong Kong and Taiwan, the region has been the gem of 
China's economic growth since the late 1980s, with more than 40 per- 
cent of China's total exported goods manufactured there (Sina.com, 
2007). Despite tens of thousands of companies in the Pearl River Delta 
region, not one has invented a single product that has been adopted 
and used widely (Sina.com, 2007). With labor costs, the value of the 
RMB (China's currency), and the price of raw materials and energy all 
rising, these companies have no choice but to close or relocate. A simi- 
lar trend is sweeping across the Yangtze River Delta, another region 
that has enjoyed impressive economic prosperity since the late 1980s. 

China understands the importance of technology and innovations. 
It has adopted a so-called market for technology strategy, expecting 
that by opening its vast and lucrative market, it can somehow obtain 
technology from advanced countries (Shenkar, 2006). But after 20 years, 
it has realized that the strategy does not really work. Today, China has 
joined the World Trade Organization and opened its market, but it has 
not received the kind of technology transfer it expected. All major 
industries, from cars to aircraft, from computers to medicine, from rail- 
roads to mining, are dominated by foreign corporations that own the 
core technologies. China, despite its effort to insist that foreign compa- 
nies transfer technology, remains low on the value chain. 

Indigenous innovation is still a dream for China, according to 
Oded Shenkar (2006), a professor of management at Ohio State Univer- 
sity and author of The Chinese Century, a book that by and large praises 
China's development and predicts that China will be a superpower of 
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the 21st century. Shenkar uses the number of patent applications and 
granted patents to show how China has failed to "establish, so far, an 
effective indigenous network of technological innovation" (p. 69). Only 
200 applications were filed by Chinese nationals in 1995, and 299 in 
1997. According to Lu Yongxiang, president of China's Academy of Sci- 
ences and vice chairman of the Standing Committee of the National 
People's Congress, 99 percent of Chinese companies did not apply for 
a single patent between 1998 and 2003 (Sun, 2006). 

The number dramatically increased in 2005, when China ranked 
third in patent applications, with an increase of 33 percent from the 
year before, according to statistics reported by the World Intellectual 
Property Organization (WIPO). However, only about 50 percent of the 
170,000 patent applications submitted to China's State Intellectual 
Property Office in 2005 were from within China. In addition, the num- 
ber of patent applications filed does not necessarily correspond to the 
number of patents granted. In 2005, only 21,519 patents originating in 
China were granted, while more than 134,000 originating in the United 
States were granted (WIPO, 2007). 

The types of patents make a big difference, too. In 2001, more 
than 72 percent of the patents granted to foreigners by the Chinese pat- 
ent office were in the category of invention, whereas only 5.43 percent 
granted to Chinese nationals fell in this category. Most of the patents 
granted to Chinese were in the other two categories: appearance and 
functional design (Shenkar, 2006). Thus patent applications do not nec- 
essarily reflect innovation, as Chen Naiwei, director of the Intellectual 
Property Research Center at Shanghai Jiaotong University, cautions. In 
an article by the Science and Development Network, a nonprofit orga- 
nization based in the United Kingdom that tracks science development 
in developing countries, Chen is quoted as saying, "In order to encour- 
age patent applications, many local governments have provided pat- 
ent fees to enterprises and science institutes, resulting in the rapid 
growth in application number." Chen also confirmed earlier findings 
about the types of patent applications filed by Chinese: "Most patents 
filed in China are for new design appearance or new models, which do 
not require great technical innovation" (H. Jia, 2007). 

Chinese leaders like Wen are aware of the danger of an economy 
dependent on cheap labor instead of technology. Just a few months 



68 



CATCHING UP OR LEADING THE WAY 



before Wen's meeting, the Chinese president and Communist Party 
leader Hu Jintao called for the country to become a country of innova- 
tions in his speech at the National Science and Technology Conference. 
Hu expressed deep concerns about the nation's scientific and techno- 
logical achievement: "Presently our nation's overall science and tech- 
nology development remains significantly behind advanced nations 
in the world and cannot support our nation's social and economical 
development" (Hu, 2006). In the speech, Hu issued the challenge to 
build China into an "innovative nation," which later was written as a 
national goal in the report of the 17th Congress of the Chinese Com- 
munist Party in 2008. 

Innovation comes from innovative people. "The key to scientific 
and technological innovations is talents," said Hu in his speech. 
"Excellent scientists and groups of science and technology talents are 
the decisive factor of a nation's science and technology advance- 
ment." But China has "a severe shortage of outstanding talents in 
science and technology," according to President Hu. Hence Premier 
Wen Jiabao's meeting with education leaders described at the begin- 
ning of the chapter. 

Americans' Glorification 
of China's Education System 

President Hu and Premier Wen's assessment of China's shortage of 
innovative talent highlights the gravest challenge facing China in its 
effort to become a truly modernized nation, a challenge often masked 
by its rapid economic development and statistics related to educa- 
tional accomplishments, and a challenge many outside observers fail 
to notice. China's economic performance has been nothing but stun- 
ning. With two decades of double-digit growth, China has emerged as 
an economic giant, surpassing the United Kingdom and France to 
become the fourth-largest economy in the world measured by gross 
domestic product (GDP). 

Equally stunning are China's educational accomplishments. China 
presently operates the world's largest formal education system, with 



Why China Isn't a Threat Yet 



69 



a total student population of more than 300 million, an increase of 
100 million since 1985 (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2007b). China 
has almost eliminated illiteracy among its 1.3 billion citizens (Asia 
Society, Business Roundtable, & Council of Chief State School Officers, 
2005). By 2007, China had extended its nine-year compulsory edu- 
cation program to 99 percent of the age cohorts, an increase of 7.2 
percent nationwide since 2003, and an increase of 21 percent in the 
western, less developed areas (Xinhua News Agency, 2008). In 1978, 
400,000 out of 11 million who participated in the first college entrance 
exam after the Cultural Revolution (winter of 1977 and summer of 
1978) were admitted to college, with an admissions ratio of 29 to 1. In 
2007, about 9.5 million students took the college entrance exam and 
about 6 million of them were admitted to college, for an admissions 
rate of 1.9 to 1, which means nearly 60 percent of those who took the 
exam were admitted to higher education institutions. The number of 
undergraduate students increased to more than 17 million in 2006 
from just over 1 million in 1980, and the number of graduate (master's 
and doctoral) students grew 50-fold, from 21,604 in 1980 to more than 
one million in 2006 (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2007a). 

China's amazing accomplishments in education have not gone 
unnoticed by outside observers. For example, the Asia Society, a New 
York-based nonprofit organization that promotes understanding of 
Asia, recently published two reports praising China's education sys- 
tem and suggesting what the United States can learn from China. One 
report was coauthored with the Business Roundtable and the Coun- 
cil of Chief State School Officers. Titled Education in China: Lessons 
for U.S. Educators, it was the result of a study tour by a delegation 
of American K-12 education and business leaders who "met with 
Chinese students, teachers, principals, researchers, and senior gov- 
ernment officials, including the Minister of Education" (Asia Society 
et al., 2005, p. 5). The second report, Math and Science Education in a 
Global Age: What the U.S. Can Learn from China, was based on a confer- 
ence on math and science education in China and the United States 
organized by the Asia Society and bringing together high-level gov- 
ernment officials and scholars from both China and the United States 
(Asia Society, 2006). 
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The Asia Society is, of course, not the only admirer of Chinese 
education. "Already, China has pulled way ahead of the U.S. and the 
rest of the world by one key measure," writes journalist John Schmid 
(2003) of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. "China graduates in excess 
of three times more engineers — electrical, industrial, bio-chemical, 
semiconductor, mechanical, even power generation — with bachelor's 
degrees than the U.S. university system." In this case, admiration also 
became a warning to the United States. The gap between the number 
of engineering graduates in China and in the United States later gained 
more credibility and significance in a report from the National Acad- 
emies (National Academy of Sciences, National Academy of Engineer- 
ing, Institute of Medicine, and the National Research Council). The 
press release for the report, Rising Above the Gathering Storm (Commit- 
tee on Prospering in the Global Economy of the 21st Century [National 
Academies], 2006), gives actual numbers to show how China and 
India are already ahead of the United States in preparing engineers: 
"Last year more than 600,000 engineers graduated from institutions 
of higher education in China. In India the figure was 350,000. In Amer- 
ica, it was about 70,000" (National Academies, 2005). These numbers 
were later proven to be grossly exaggerated due to a lack of under- 
standing of how China defines "engineers," but "given this lofty pedi- 
gree [of the National Academies], the statistics then appeared in the 
New York Times, the Boston Globe, the Chicago Tribune and on many Web 
sites" to show that China's education system had surpassed that of the 
United States (Bracey, 2006b). 

The glorification of China's education is not just a recent phe- 
nomenon. Many media stories, scholarly works, and personal obser- 
vations praising Chinese education have come out over the years. Of 
the many works that promote the perception that China provides a 
better education to its children than the United States, Harold Steven- 
son and James Stigler's book The Learning Gap: Why Our Schools Are 
Failing and What We Can Learn from Japanese and Chinese Education is 
perhaps the most influential. The book was first published in 1992, 
and a second edition was published in 2006, which indicates that "after 
so many years, the book is still being read" (Stevenson & Stigler, 2006, 
p. 5). The authors used a combination of test scores and observations 
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of the behaviors of teachers, parents, and students to show how Chi- 
nese and Japanese education is better than American education. In 
fairness, the authors did "warn the reader that our writing focuses 
more often on the positive aspects of Asian education and parenting 
than problems" (p. 9), and their discussion covers only elementary 
schools. However, the positive aspects are so overwhelming and the 
authors dismiss so many of the negative aspects of Asian education as 
"common stereotypes" or biases that it is not difficult to read the book 
as a complete endorsement of Chinese and Japanese education. Com- 
pared with Americans, Chinese and Japanese students have higher 
academic achievement in math and reading; they spend more time in 
school and on school subjects at home; their parents hold higher expec- 
tations of them; their teachers are better prepared and teach more 
effectively; and their social life and schools are better oriented to help 
them achieve academically (Stevenson & Stigler, 2006). 

A more recent glorification came in a different format — the docu- 
mentary film Two Million Minutes, described in Chapter 1. The film, 
which compares the lives of six high school seniors — two each from 
the United States, India, and China — shows that the American stu- 
dents spend much more time socializing and playing sports than the 
Chinese and Indian students, who spend more time on academics 
while also taking part in other activities such as music and sports. The 
implication is that the Indian and Chinese students are thus better pre- 
pared to compete in the global economy. 

The Meaning of Good Education: 
Reconciling the Contradiction 

Premier Wen Jiabao's concern over China's shortage of "distinguished 
talents" in science and technology is valid; so are the praise and glori- 
fication of China's education achievements. The two perspectives may 
appear to contradict each other, yet both are true reflections of Chinese 
education. In fact, the same contradiction exists in the U.S. education 
system, albeit in a different way. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 3, 
although American students' academic performance as measured by 
tests in certain subjects is worrisome, the United States remains strong 
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in science, technology, and other economic activities, which suggests 
that American education has defied the "crisis label" and been able to 
produce the talent necessary to support the nation's economy. These 
seeming contradictions are mere reflections of our measures of the 
quality of education. 

The common measure of the quality of a nation's education sys- 
tem has generally been associated with schooling: percentage of popu- 
lation having access to schools, school completion rates at different 
levels, years of schooling, quality of teachers and teaching, and stu- 
dents' performance on what schools teach and test (as indicated by 
grades and standardized test scores). Using these school-oriented mea- 
sures, education in the United States can be said to be on the decline, 
problem ridden, and in crisis, whereas education in China can be said 
to be making great progress, on the rise, and worth emulating. 

The other measure is the quality of the products of an education 
system. The quality of a person is difficult to describe in specific terms, 
but generally it is the total package of knowledge, ability, attitudes, 
perspectives, moral values, and ethical standards. It is what the person 
can do in real life instead of scores received or years spent in school. 
This measure is unfortunately not always quantifiable, but it is more 
important because it is more relevant to a person's well-being and 
what that person can contribute to society. 

This measure takes a longer-term view than measuring what a 
student learns in school weekly, monthly, or annually. It looks at a 
country's economic development and what a person can actually do 
in real life and work. Judged on this measure, China's education seems 
to be consistent with Premier Wen's assessment. First, as noted earlier, 
knowledge and innovation coming from the indigenous talent pool — 
the products of the Chinese education system — contribute little to the 
Chinese economy. Second, despite the millions of college graduates, 
multinational companies in China are having a difficult time finding 
qualified candidates for their positions (Farrell & Grant, 2005). Accord- 
ing to a recent survey of U.S.-owned enterprises conducted by the 
American Chamber of Commerce in Shanghai, 37 percent of the com- 
panies responding said that finding talent was their biggest opera- 
tional problem. A separate study by the McKinsey Quarterly found that 
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44 percent of the executives at Chinese companies reported that insuf- 
ficient talent was the biggest barrier to their global ambitions (Lane & 
Pollner, 2008). Third, a study by the global consulting firm McKinsey 
found that fewer than 10 percent of Chinese college graduates would 
be suitable for work in foreign companies (Farrell & Grant, 2005). 
Fourth, a large proportion of college graduates have not been able to 
find employment. According to statistics released by the Ministry of 
Education, the one-time placement rate for college graduates has been 
hovering around 70 percent since the year 2000. In 2007, China gradu- 
ated about 4.1 million college students, and about 70 percent of them 
found employment, which means more than one million did not have 
a job when they graduated (Tian, 2008). 

Ideally, the two measures of education quality should be consis- 
tent. That is, the quality of education measured by school-related fac- 
tors, such as test scores, should consistently predict the performance 
of school graduates in society. But unfortunately, this is often not the 
case. As Daniel Goleman (1995) writes in his classic book Emotional 
Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ, "One of psychology's 
open secrets is the relative inability of grades, IQ, or SAT scores, des- 
pite their popular mystique, to predict unerringly who will succeed in 
life. ... At best, IQ contributes about 20 percent to the factors that 
determine life success, which leaves 80 percent to other forces" (p. 34). 
One of the reasons for this inconsistency lies in Albert Einstein's 
famous saying: "Not everything that can be counted counts, and not 
everything that counts can be counted." Another related reason is that 
what schools value and measure may not be what is important in real 
life. Worse yet, what is valued in schools may hurt what is valuable in 
real life, resulting in high performers in school but low performers in 
society. This is what has happened to education in China. 



The Land of High-Stakes Testing 

I would not be writing this book if I had been born one year later, 
because 1982, the year I graduated from high school, was the last year 
that mathematics was not required for admission to all college majors. 
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The Cultural Revolution had completely disrupted China's education 
system. Between 1977, the year when China resumed using national 
college entrance exams to select college students, and 1982, math was 
not counted toward the total score that was used as the sole criterion 
for college admission for foreign language majors. Foreign languages 
(primarily English and some Russian) were only partially counted for 
other majors. I was not good at math (although later in life I developed 
computer software on statistics, learned to do computer programming 
with complicated databases, and designed computer games). I was not 
particularly good at English, either, considering that I had only two 
years of English taught by a teacher who himself was only a high school 
graduate and barely knew English. But to avoid math, I chose to major 
in English language education, and luckily my scores in Chinese lan- 
guage, history, and geography were high enough for me to be admitted 
to the newly developed English Language Education major at Sichuan 
Institute of Foreign Languages in Chongqing, China. If I had been 
born a year later and had to take the exam in 1983, 1 am sure I would 
not have been able to get into college because I would have failed the 
entrance exam's math portion, on which I scored 3 points out of 100. 

Education always performs two functions — to select and to edu- 
cate. A nation's education system functions on behalf of society to 
decide what kind of talents, knowledge, and skills are useful and what 
kinds are not. It is intended to cultivate the ones that are valuable and 
suppress the ones that are deemed undesirable. High-stakes testing is 
one of the most effective ways to convey what a society values and to 
pressure all involved in education — parents, teachers, and, of course, 
students — to focus all their efforts on what is tested. 

China has a long history of using tests to select government offi- 
cials, the elite class. As early as AD 605, during the Sui dynasty (AD 
581-618), the central government began to use a national exam system 
to select government officials. The system, the keju, also known as the 
Imperial Exam or Civil Exam, was further developed during the Tang 
dynasty (AD 618-907) and continued to be used by successive emper- 
ors until 1905, when it was officially abandoned by Emperor Guangxu 
of the Qing dynasty (1636-1912). 

Hailed by some as China's fifth grand invention (after the com- 
pass, gun powder, paper, and movable type), the keju was an effective 
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way for the emperors to identify and recruit talented individuals to 
join the ruling class from a broad pool — that is, the whole nation 
instead of just a small group of existing elites and their descendents. 
One of the greatest emperors of the most prosperous dynasty in Chi- 
nese history Taizhong of the Tang dynasty upon seeing the files of the 
individuals who had just been selected through the keju, exclaimed, 
"All great people under the sky are now working for me." 

During its 1,300-year history, the keju was almost the only path of 
upward mobility in China. It was practically the only way for ordinary 
Chinese to join the elite. The implementation of the keju varied during 
different times, but in general, especially in recent dynasties, it was 
hierarchically organized. The system began with local exams, which 
selected candidates for more advanced exams, and ended with a few 
individuals participating in the final exam held in the capital and 
administered by the emperor himself. Different levels of government 
positions were assigned to those who passed different levels of the 
exams. Passing the exams was considered one of the most important 
accomplishments in a person's life. Indeed, the two happiest moments 
for an individual in China were said to be the wedding night and see- 
ing one's name on the list of people who had passed the keju. It was the 
pursuit of a lifetime for many. With no age limit or limit on how many 
times one could try, historical records show that some persisted in tak- 
ing the tests into their 70s. The most famous case took place in 1699, 
when an individual took the test at age 102 (S. Jia, 2006). Chinese lit- 
erature has many stories — romantic, sad, happy, and bizarre — about 
individuals who studied for the keju or about their long journeys to 
the sites where the keju was held. 

Although the keju itself was not an education system but a politi- 
cal system, because of its high stakes it determined what education 
was about in China for centuries. Virtually all education activities 
were about preparing for the keju. What was tested was what was 
being learned and taught. 

The Confucian classics were the core content of the keju for most 
of the 1,300 years it was held. The exams by and large tested rote mem- 
orization of the classics or regurgitated interpretations of the classics. 
For example, one of the common formats was to remove certain words 
from original passages of the classics and ask the test takers to provide 
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the deleted words. /Another common format was to have the test tak- 
ers paraphrase sentences taken from the classics. The format became 
even more rigid during the Ming and Qing dynasties, after baguwen 
became the only acceptable format of responses. Baguwen asked the 
test takers to write an interpretation of original sentences from one of 
the Confucian classics. The interpretation had to be either 300 or 500 
Chinese characters long and contain eight predefined parts. 

Memorization of the classics thus became the most important 
education activity in preparation for the keju. In fact, for thousands of 
years the commonly used phrase for education has been dushu, which 
literally means "reading the books." Even today, many Chinese use 
dushu to refer to education, as in "Have your children begun dushu?" 
meaning "Have your children started school yet?" An educated per- 
son is called dushu ren, which literally means "people who are reading 
or have read books." A well-known poem by Emperor Zhenzong of 
the Song dynasty titled "Advice for Learning" highlights the utmost 
importance of the classics: 

Wealthy families do not need to buy land, for there are abundant grains 
in the books; nor do they need to build fancy houses, for there are golden 
palaces in the books; nor do they need to worry about transportation 
means, for there are plenty of horses in the books; nor do they need to 
worry about not having a matchmaker, for there are beautiful women in 
the books. If a man wishes to realize his lifetime dream, he should be 
diligently reading the Six Classics. 

In its early years, especially during the Tang dynasty, when the 
society was much more open and tolerant of different talents, the keju 
included many more subjects. It began as an effective mechanism to 
identify and recruit talent from the commoners and in effect broad- 
ened the pool and provided the rulers with diverse talent to run the 
country. Later it became mechanical and narrow, resulting in individu- 
als with only one type of talent — those who could memorize and 
regurgitate the classics — being valued and selected to join the social 
elite. The consequence was "talent cleansing." Those who were other- 
wise excellent and creative were not valued and were excluded from 
the bureaucracy. For example, one of the most imaginative writers in 
all Chinese history, Pu Songling, author of Liaozhai Zhiyi (Strange Tales 
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from Make-do Studio), failed the keju numerous times and eventually 
gave up. 

Because of its exclusive focus on memorization of Confucian clas- 
sics, the keju instilled a worship of the past and of book knowledge, and 
hence a disdain for physical labor, technology, and natural sciences. 
Scientific or technological contributions were not valued, and those 
who excelled in these areas would not be selected into the ruling class. 
Song Yingxing, author of a comprehensive encyclopedia of agricultural 
technology and crafts, wrote in the preface, "This book has nothing to 
do with seeking promotion to the bureaucracy" (Y. Song, 2003, p. 1). 
The book was first printed in 1637, during China's Ming dynasty. 

The keju was at least a significant partial answer to the "Need- 
ham question": Why didn't China, once so advanced in scientific 
and technological innovations, continue to develop in these areas in 
the modern age? The question came from the British scholar Joseph 
Needham, who devoted his life to studying science and technology 
innovations in premodern China. By the time he died in 1995, he had 
published 17 volumes of his Science and Civilization in China (Need- 
ham, 1954). In this series, Needham and his colleagues at Cambridge 
University documented the spectacular scientific and technological 
achievements in China and how these innovations influenced the 
development of science and technology in Europe. For example, the 
Chinese began using the movable-type printing technique 400 years 
before Gutenberg introduced it in Germany. They used the magnetic 
compass at least a century before it was used anywhere else in the 
world. The Chinese also invented gunpowder. But somehow, after the 
15th century, China's scientific innovations suddenly stopped, and as 
a result, China became a scientific and technological backwater. Need- 
ham asked why. He never did come up with a complete answer, but 
his question has prompted many discussions and suggestions. 

The keju was certainly a major factor. Lin Yifu, formerly professor 
of economics and founding director of the Research Institute of Chi- 
nese Economy at Peking University and currently chief economist and 
senior vice president of the World Bank, suggests that the content 
and format of the keju discriminated against individuals who were tal- 
ented in science and technology and thus discouraged the vast major- 
ity of intellectuals from pursuing scientific and technological work (Lin, 
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1994). Lee Kuan Yew, the leader of Singapore, said the same thing 
more directly: "[The] keju kept China outside the door of industrial 
and technological revolutions" (G. Li, 2005). 

The keju's exclusive focus on the classics and its rigid format 
resulted in a class of leaders who were familiar with Confucian mor- 
als, could recite the classics and write elegant but rigid essays, were 
obedient, and perhaps even had great penmanship, but they were not 
trained in anything else. "Siti bu qin, wugu bufen (the four limbs are not 
labored and do not know the five grains)" was a common criticism of 
the followers of the keju. The vast bureaucracy was essentially run by 
these physically weak "bookworms" who were steeped in ancient 
times but ignorant of their own society. Some scholars in China blame 
the fall of the Ming dynasty, an empire with a long history of sophisti- 
cated civilization, to the Qing rulers, a tribe of "barbarians," on the 
weak and corrupt bureaucracy selected through the keju. Ironically, 
the Qing emperors continued the tradition, although one of the wiser, 
earlier emperors, Kang Xi, did discontinue the system for a short 
period of time and tried to reform it, having realized its problems. 
Nonetheless, the keju had such a strong cultural root it continued until 
the Middle Kingdom (the literal translation of China) could not bear its 
consequences anymore. 

The Opium Wars in the mid-19th century between China and the 
British Empire began a century of military defeats for China. Western 
powers forced the once arrogant Middle Kingdom to acknowledge the 
importance of modern knowledge and accept the fact that the Con- 
fucian classics and the keju were not sufficient to keep it strong and 
fend off foreign aggression. In 1898, shortly after losing the first Sino- 
Japanese War and being forced to cede Taiwan, the Liaodong Penin- 
sula, and the Pescadores to Japan in addition to a war indemnity of 200 
million taels silver, Kang Youwei, a political thinker and reformer, told 
Emperor Guangxu, "The loss of Taiwan and Liaodong was not caused 
by the government but by [the] baguwen; the 200 million taels war 
indemnity should not be blamed on the government but on baguwen" 
because it had produced a group of "useless" government workers. 
Thus a major action of the 100-Day Reform was to abolish the use of the 
baguwen in the keju. But the reform did not last long. In 1905, a group 
of powerful governors and officials sent a request to the crumbling 
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central government to end the keju because "the nation is in eminent 
crisis and every moment is critical. [Saving] the nation must begin with 
promoting schools and [promoting] schools must start with discontin- 
uing [the] keju." On September 2, the emperor issued the order to stop 
all forms of the keju exams (G. Li, 2005). 

A century has passed since the keju was officially ended. But its 
spirit lives on, in the body of the National College Entrance Exam, the 
same one I took in 1982. The National College Entrance Exam (gaokao 
in Chinese) has every element of the keju except for the content. The 
gaokao is as powerful as the keju was in determining the course of an 
individual's life. Although, unlike the keju, the gaokao does not directly 
select government officials based on the result, a college degree is 
required for virtually all government positions. According to China's 
minister of personnel, 99 percent of government personnel recruited 
since 2003 hold at least a bachelor's degree, 53 percent have a master's 
degree, and more than 4 percent have doctoral degrees (Hanqing & 
Wei, 2008). 

A college degree is essential not only for social mobility but also 
for geographical mobility. In China, a person's legal residency (hukou 
in Chinese) is determined by place of birth. One may work and live in 
a city for all of one's life but not be able to change residency and enjoy 
the same social services as the legal residents of the city. The millions 
of migrant workers are a telling example. Despite the fact that they 
may have worked and lived in a city for many years, their children are 
not entitled to attend the local schools. Attending college has been a 
primary way to earn the right to change one's legal residency because 
many cities make college degrees a minimal requirement for granting 
residency. 

In addition to its practical value, a college degree is also an indi- 
cation of social status in China, another legacy of the keju. The Confu- 
cian tradition of valuing mental work over physical work remains 
strong, and the perception that a college degree will grant the oppor- 
tunity to use one's mind instead of one's hands is widespread. Thus 
despite the huge shortage of skilled technicians and professionals and 
the millions of unemployed college graduates, getting into college is 
still the dream of the overwhelming majority of Chinese students and 
their parents. 
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College admissions are based solely on performance on the gao- 
kao, as was the case with the keju. (Recently China has allowed a small 
number of universities — 68 out of more than 2,000 in the year 2008 — to 
admit 5 percent of the freshman class using criteria other than or in 
addition to scores on the entrance exam on an experimental basis.) 
Regardless of students' performance for all their 12 years in school or 
their special talents, their fate is determined by how well they do on 
the tests, which include three core subjects (Chinese language and lit- 
erature, English, and mathematics), plus other subjects decided by the 
provinces. The only exceptions are students who have won medals or 
prizes in national or world contests recognized by the government. 
The medals or prizes can be converted into a certain number of points, 
which are then added to the points a student receives on the entrance 
exam. In the times of the keju, the well-known saying to describe its 
importance was "For 10 years, no one cares about you studying facing 
cold windows, but one day you become famous and are known all 
over the world." Today, a similarly well-known saying is "One exam 
determines your whole life." 

Given its critical importance, the gaokao affects every aspect of 
China's education system. Although it takes place only at the end of 
high school, its effects trickle down all the way to elementary school 
and even preschool. It affects the whole experience of students in and 
out of school. It affects what is taught and how it is taught in class- 
rooms. It affects school financing and the fate of school leaders and 
even local government officials, as well as the social and financial 
well-being of teachers. It affects parents, grandparents, and relatives. 
Of course, it affects the types of talent that eventually come out of the 
system. It is also a very resilient system that has resisted many reforms, 
policies, and executive orders. Almost all observed educational prac- 
tices and outcomes, good or bad, are somehow related to the gaokao. 

High Scores but Low Ability 

Qi Ke scored very high on the National College Entrance Exam in 1995, 
but he did not know what he should study; neither did his parents. 
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When they were in the position of choosing among some of China's 
best universities, his father made the decision on his behalf — the nine- 
year program in engineering physics at Tsinghua University (osten- 
sibly China's MIT) — without knowing what exactly engineering 
physics was or what engineering physicists did. But the program was 
attractive because after nine years a student would graduate with a 
doctoral degree and become a scientist. "Let's add one more scientist 
to contribute to our nation," said the father. Qi Ke's high scores got 
him into the program but did not turn him into a great scientist. Today 
he is without a job. After graduating with a bachelor's degree from 
Tsinghua University, he was offered a position at the Institute of High 
Energy Physics of the Chinese Academy of Sciences as part of the pro- 
gram. But after only half a year, he was asked to resign and leave. He 
then found a job as a porter that paid 600 RMB (less than US$100) a 
month. But he was not physically strong enough to do the heavy lift- 
ing required, so his porter career ended after two months. Then he 
tried handing out advertising pamphlets in shopping centers and var- 
ious other odd jobs, but he has been unable to keep any of them for 
long. He is psychologically depressed and physically weak. His aging 
mother began pleading through the media for some nice people to 
give him a job to help him regain his confidence (J. Liu, 2006). 

Qi Ke's story is not unique. Before him, another story made 
national news and flooded online discussion forums in China. The 
central figure in the story is a graduate of Peking University, the so- 
called Harvard of China, who became a butcher after many failed 
career attempts following graduation. Another story told of a Ph.D. 
graduate from Nanjing University, another prestigious university in 
China, who could not keep a job and eventually became a beggar. 

These stories exemplify a widely recognized problem in Chinese 
education: gaofen dineng, which literally means high scores but low 
ability. It is used to refer to students who score well on tests but have 
few skills that are usable in society. There are so many cases of "high 
scores but low ability" that the term has been widely accepted as short- 
hand to describe education in China. Following are some often-cited 
examples of this situation. 
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The Puzzling Top 10 Phenomenon 

In 1999, a news report titled "The Puzzling Top 10 Phenomenon" 
appeared in a local newspaper in Hangzhou. The report recounts the 
story of an elementary school teacher who discovered at a student 
reunion that many of his top students had achieved much less than 
those who ranked below "10" in the class. (Chinese schools all rank 
their students based on test scores and grades. The ranking is often 
made public through posts in the classroom and in teacher-parent con- 
ferences.) The teacher then expanded this observation to other stu- 
dents he had taught and ultimately was able to find 150 of his former 
students and survey their life after graduation. His finding was simple 
yet resulted in a national discussion about education: the students 
who ranked above 10 in his classes were not as successful in life as 
those who ranked below. 

What Happened to the Zhuangyuans? 

Zhuangyuan was the title granted to the top performer on the keju in 
ancient times, and the individual was often selected by the emperor 
himself. The title continues to be used today for the students who 
receive the highest score on the National College Entrance Exam in 
a province. These zhuangyuans become immediate celebrities. They 
appear on TV programs, in news reports, on lecture tours, in books, 
and on other media outlets to talk about how they achieved such high 
scores. Their parents are invited to share their parenting experiences. 
Of course, these are the most desirable candidates for universities, 
which fight over the students with all sorts of incentives. They are 
without question the best test takers. But their abilities have recently 
been questioned. 

China Alumni Net released the first study of the career accom- 
plishments of zhuanyuans of each province from 1977 to 1998. The 
study found that "the current career situation of the studied zhuangyu- 
ans falls far below people's expectations. They are not leaders in their 
field, and most of them are unknown." Their names do not appear on 
the list of distinguished entrepreneurs, scientists, scholars, engineers, 
or statesmen. This finding shows that they were only zhuangyuans on 
tests but not zhuangyuans in real life (Ying Zhao, 2007). 
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More English Speakers in China Than in America? 

On more than one occasion, I have heard Americans talking about 
how there are more English speakers in China than in America, often 
in the context of showing how Chinese education has surpassed that 
of the United States. This comparison inspires another myth about edu- 
cation in China. Although it is true that there are more people in China 
who have studied English or are studying English than the total pop- 
ulation of the United States, it is a big stretch to call them English 
speakers. English is now a required subject in the national curriculum 
starting in 3rd grade. In most big cities, English instruction starts in 1st 
grade, and some families send their children to private English lessons 
before they start school. Given the more than 300 million students in 
China, the number of English learners can easily top the U.S. popula- 
tion. But the Chinese learners' communicative competency in English 
is very limited, making the number of Chinese who can actually use 
English as a communication tool much smaller. 

For example, Chinese college graduates typically have studied 
English for at least eight years (three years in middle school, three years 
in high school, and at least two years in college). English is one of the 
three core subjects of the National College Entrance Exam, so the grad- 
uates must have passed this test. In addition, because the national Band 
Four College English test has been an unofficial requirement for gradu- 
ation, they are likely to have passed it as well. But more often than not, 
they are unable to use English for any real communication purposes. 
The McKinsey report mentioned earlier in this chapter suggests that 
only about 10 percent of candidates for positions at multinational com- 
panies are qualified; a major reason is the lack of communicative profi- 
ciency in English. The performance of Chinese on the International 
English Language Testing System (known as IELTS) is another telling 
example of Chinese English learners' true proficiency. IELTS "measures 
ability to communicate in English across all four language skills — lis- 
tening, reading, writing and speaking — for people who intend to study 
or work where English is the language of communication. . . . More 
than 6,000 education institutions, faculties, government agencies, and 
professional organizations around the world recognize IELTS scores 
as a trusted and valid indicator of ability to communicate in English" 
(IELTS, 2008). About one million individuals take the test each year. 
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Among the 20 countries with the most test takers, China ranked near 
the bottom in 2007. The overall mean band score for China was 5.45 
out of 9, just slightly higher than Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. In speaking, China ranked last, with a mean score of 5.26. 
The minimum score required by most universities is 6 or above. 

Is the Center of the Earth Very Hot? Science Literacy 

"Is the center of the earth very hot?" is one of the questions used to 
measure science literacy as part of a report on Science and Engineer- 
ing Indicators produced by the National Science Foundation (National 
Science Board, 2008). Of those surveyed, 88 percent of Americans 
answered correctly, compared to 39 percent of Chinese. Brad Kloza of 
Science Central, a production firm that aims "to increase the number 
and quality of science stories broadcast to the public," summarized 
the data from the NSF report "in the spirit of the Olympic games" 
(which were then taking place in China). Based on the percentage of 
people in various countries who correctly answered specific science 
literacy questions, Kloza (2008) awarded the top-ranking countries for 
each of the 10 questions a gold, silver, or bronze medal. Here are the 
results: 



Country Medal Total 

United States 4 Gold, 2 Silver, 2 Bronze 8 

European Union 2 Gold, 6 Silver 8 

South Korea 4 Gold, 1 Silver, 3 Bronze 8 

Japan 1 Gold, 2 Silver, 1 Bronze 4 

Russia 2 Bronze 2 

India 2 Bronze 2 

China 1 Silver 1 

Malaysia None 0 



Again, Chinese students may test well in science, but their science lit- 
eracy remains low. 

The "high scores but low ability" phenomenon explains Premier 
Wen Jiabao's concern over China's lack of talent and the McKinsey 
report on China's looming talent shortage. The phenomenon has been 
confirmed in many other ways. For example, David Lague (2006) of 
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the International Herald Tribune writes the following in an article titled 
"Chinese Paradox: A Shallow Pool of Talent": "Employers complain 
that many graduates lack the skills and experience necessary to start 
work immediately particularly for foreign companies." In 2006, 1 par- 
ticipated in a fact-finding mission with the National Center on Edu- 
cation and the Economy which was working on what eventually 
became the influential report Tough Choices or Tough Times (New Com- 
mission on the Skills of the American Workforce, 2007). During the 
trip, we visited a number of multinational corporations and factories 
and talked with the general managers and human resources directors 
about the quality of the Chinese workforce. We were told repeatedly 
that the engineers, even the ones who had graduated from some of the 
best engineering schools, lacked the required experience and ability 
despite their abundant book knowledge and high test scores. In addi- 
tion, they lacked a sense of commitment and passion for their work. 
Creativity and the risk-taking spirit are also missing from the Chinese 
workforce. 

Education Can Hurt 

The "high scores but low ability" phenomenon in China suggests 
something that we may be unwilling to admit — namely, that educa- 
tion that is oriented solely to preparing students to achieve high scores 
on tests can be harmful to both individuals and the nation it is sup- 
posed to serve. Professors Sharon Nichols and David Berliner (2007) 
documented the potential damage of high-stakes testing to public 
education in the United States in their book Collateral Damage: How 
High-Stakes Testing Corrupts America's Public Schools. The damage caused 
by the gaokao in China is much broader and has been proven because 
the whole education system is test oriented and all that matters is to 
prepare test takers (Z. Wang, 2004). 

Lost Lives: Student Suicide 

Xiaoru, a 14-year-old girl, died of a cerebral hemorrhage on March 14, 
2003. Education researcher Wang Zhihe recounted the story (Z. Wang, 
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2004). The cause was constant overwork and exhaustion. She left 
behind more than 20 awards and certificates of honor and four diaries 
telling how hard she worked to earn these honors. Xiaoru was a typi- 
cal good student. Her diaries tell us that she got up at 4 a.m. and went 
to bed at midnight every day when school was in session. She had no 
vacation, as her schedule during one winter break tells us: 

6:30 a.m.: Get up 

8:00 a.m.-ll a.m.: Homework 

1:00 p.m.-2. p.m.: Practice math 

2:00 p.m.-2:30 p.m.: Preview English book of next semester 

2:30 p.m.-3.00.p.m.: Read Guide to Literature Classics 

3:00 p.m.-4:00 p.m.: Read reference books, recite an ancient poem, finish 

practicing one unit math questions exercise, study English Nezv Thinking 

in Class, study Math New Thinking in Class, practice calligraphy 

Saturday: Self-study Target English 
Sunday: Self-study Target English 
Compose two papers in English per week 
Compose two papers in Chinese per week 

Xiaoru was ambitious and had a dream, as all good students in 
China do. Half a month before she died, Xiaoru wrote in her diary, 
"The new semester will start tomorrow. I must achieve the best marks. 
My original dream is to become a medical doctor. Now I badly want to 
become an educator. I will let all parents and children take it easy." 

Longlong, a 15-year-old boy in China's Jiangsu Province, died 
early one Monday morning in September 2006, a few hours before he 
was supposed to go to school. He did not die from overwork. He killed 
himself with pesticide after being beaten by his English teacher because 
he could not remember the English words he had studied. Before he 
took his life, he had been copying English words — 200 times for each 
word — as he had been told to do by his teacher (Chen, 2006). 

Xiuxiu, a 13-year-old girl in China's Ningxia Province, commit- 
ted suicide on July 10, 2005, for a different reason. She did not want to 
burden her parents with a hefty school-selection fee. She was going to 
attend middle school after the summer, but she worried that her grades 
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were not good enough for her to be admitted to a good school and her 
parents would have to pay more than 100,000 RMB to enroll her. She 
left her parents a note, apologizing: 

Mom and dad, I am sorry! But I have no other way. This is the only thing 
I can do. I am not a good student. I am a bad student. You and dad work 
so hard but I make you angry every day. After I die, you and dad should 
sell the store and rest at home every day You raised me for 13 years and 
have spent lots of money! My death can help you save 100,000 yuan. I 
am sorry. I will go accompany grandpa. Mom, dad, brother, and sister, I 
am sorry. I let you down. I am a bad student! 

But according to her neighbors, teachers, and parents, Xiuxiu was a 
good student, nice, kind, active, and always ready to help others 
(Meng, Ma, & Liu, 2005). 

Longlong and Xiuxiu were among the tens of thousands of chil- 
dren and youth who commit suicide in China each year. "Suicide is the 
number-one killer of Chinese people between the ages of 15 and 34," 
according to an article that cited statistics from the Chinese Association 
of Mental Health {China Daily, 2007). In 2006, suicide accounted for 
more than 26 percent of the deaths in this age cohort, although no 
information on the exact number of deaths was provided. The Chinese 
Ministry of Health recorded more than 250,000 suicides and 2 million 
attempts in 2003, the last year when such statistics were released. About 
26.64 percent of those who killed themselves were between the age of 
15 and 26 (Z. Yang, 2008). In the same year, there were 31,484 suicides 
in the total population in the United States (China Daily, 2007). 

Many more students have considered committing suicide. The 
same China Daily article reports on a two-year study by researchers at 
Peking University, which found that 20.4 percent of high school stu- 
dents said they had considered killing themselves at some point. The 
percentage was 13 percent for all students (elementary and secondary) 
in Zhejiang Province, one of China's more developed coastal areas, 
according to a separate study in 2005 (Huicong Net, 2005). 

"Increased competition in getting into better colleges and an 
exclusive focus on test scores are putting unbearable pressure on 
young students, resulting in ever increasing psychological and mental 
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health risks" (Huicong Net, 2005). Competition is constantly reinforced 
in schools. Most, if not all, schools in China rank students according to 
their grades and test scores. These ranks are made public through post- 
ings in the classroom, so students are constantly aware of their aca- 
demic standing. Parents hold very high expectations and communicate 
these expectations to their children. All of these things put tremendous 
pressure on students, and often students think that suicide is the way 
to escape the unbearable pressure (Q. Zhao, 2008). 

Fat Children: Declining Physical Condition 

"When one after another fat or bean-sprout-like child walks by, we 
should be worried: as the future of our motherland, will these stu- 
dents have the physical strength and energy needed for building our 
nation?" Thus begins the editorial note for a series of reports on the 
physical condition of students in China by Xinhua News Agency 
(Sheng, 2006). This four-part series was intended to raise national 
awareness about the declining physical condition of children and how 
it may threaten China's national competitiveness. 

The report included data from the Ministry of Education. A 2004 
survey of more than 180,000 7- to 22-year-old students in both rural 
and urban areas found that Chinese students' physical condition con- 
tinued to decline on all indicators: fitness, eyesight, dexterity, speed, 
lung capacity, and muscle strength. More than 60 percent of the sur- 
veyed age cohorts showed significant increases in cases of excess 
weight or obesity. More than 15 percent of 10- to 12-year-old city boys 
were obese. Thirty percent of elementary school students, 60 percent 
of middle school students, and 80 percent of high school students had 
poor eyesight (Sheng, 2006). 

Considering that just a few decades ago China was struggling to 
feed its people and supply sufficient nutrition to its young, it is a sad 
irony that today it has to battle against the declining physical condi- 
tion of students despite much improved food supplies. Better nutri- 
tion has not resulted in stronger bodies. As early as 1998, an article in 
China's national newspaper Guangming Daily reported that although 
living standards had risen, students' physical condition had declined. 
The article cites a national study that found more than 50 percent of 
college freshmen were physically unfit in 1996, and in 1995 Tsinghua 
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University found 63 percent of its freshman class failed to meet physi- 
cal fitness expectations (Ren & Li, 1998). 

The pressure of testing, which focuses exclusively on academic 
subjects, is a primary cause. Schools and families view physical activi- 
ties as a waste of time and a source of unnecessary suffering for chil- 
dren. Thus students' physical activities are reduced to almost nothing 
at home and in school. According to a study, the average time children 
spent on household chores was only 11.32 minutes per day (Ren & Li, 
1998). Although national requirements set the amount of time for 
physical activities, schools typically reduce it and use the time for aca- 
demic studies. According to a report, 83 percent of interviewed stu- 
dents reported that they have less than one hour of physical activity in 
school per day (Ao & Zhao, 2005). 

The higher the grade, the less time is spent on physical activities, 
as the pressure increases to focus on academic studies. This might 
explain why a study found that as Chinese children grow older, their 
physical condition deteriorates. The study of students in Tianjin found 
that on the indicator of lung capacity, for example, 25.15 percent of 5th 
grade boys were excellent, but the percentage dropped to 20.4 percent 
for 6th graders, and it further decreased to 18.97 percent for 10th grad- 
ers (Ao & Zhao, 2005). 

As noted earlier, what is tested in school is what is considered to 
be important. At one time, grades in physical education (EE.) were 
counted in the total score for admissions, so more time was devoted to 
physical activities. But in 2000, EE. grades were no longer included, 
and schools began to reduce the amount of time devoted to physical 
activities (Ao & Zhao, 2005). To address the problem of obesity and 
poor physical fitness, some cities began to reconsider including EE. 
grades and physical condition as criteria for admission. For example, 
the Beijing Municipal Education Commission was reported to be con- 
sidering a policy to add EE. grades as a criterion for admission to high 
school beginning in 2009 (H. Wang, 2007). 

Imprisoned Students: Fraud and Crime in Testing 

Wenfang took the National College Entrance Exam in June 2008. But 
she is not going to college; instead, she is going to prison, along with 
her parents. During the math portion of the 2008 gaokao, she was found 
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to be using a wireless transmitter to receive answers from her parents, 
who were in a car parked outside the test site. The parents bought the 
answers for 8,000 RMB (about US$1,200) and the transmission equip- 
ment for another 4,500RMB (about US$700) from a classmate of Wen- 
fang's. The classmate operated a little side business besides studying 
for the exams and made a total of 27,000 RMB (about US$4,000) in 
profit selling test answers and transmission equipment, which he 
obtained from another source. Eventually a total of 26 individuals 
were arrested and 12 of them charged for "stealing national secrets" 
(Kong, Lu, & Shi, 2008). 

This was not the only case of fraud and crime related to the gaokao. 
A simple search using the term "gaokao zuobi (College Entrance Exam 
fraud)" on Google found similar cases in the southwestern Yunnan 
Province, where a government official purchased test answers and 
equipment for his son (R. Song, 2008); in the northeastern Helongjiang 
Province, where 19 separate cases of using wireless technology to 
transmit answers were uncovered (W. Li, 2008); and in the western 
Gansu Province, where hired test takers were caught taking tests on 
behalf of students from a different province. And these were only 
a few cases reported during the 2008 exam. Cases were reported in 
2007, 2006, 2005, and the years before. It happens every year, all over 
China. 

Because of its high stakes, gaokao test papers and answers are 
considered national secrets and are governed by criminal laws. Cheat- 
ing on the gaokao is considered a criminal action. The consequences are 
serious and punishments severe, ranging from imprisonment to being 
deprived of the opportunity to take the exam in the future, thus eras- 
ing any hope of getting into college. Yet students and their parents 
continue to engage in such unethical and criminal activities because 
the payoff is high. 

Chinese parents have been praised by American observers for 
their devotion to their children's education. All these cases can be 
viewed as examples of such devotion, albeit unethical and criminal. 
But these examples also tell the truth about the seeming dedication of 
parents. They are more concerned about whether their children can 
get into a good college than whether they receive a good education. 
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How Is Creativity Killed? 

Another casualty of test-oriented education in China is creativity, one 
of the most sought-after assets in the 21st century. By all accounts, the 
United States has been the world leader in scientific innovations for 
most of modern times. These innovations have powered economic 
growth not only at home but also elsewhere in the world. Although 
Asia is considered to have gained prominence in the 21st century, the 
major players in Asia — Japan, Korea, and China — cannot really com- 
pete with the United States in the creativity and innovation depart- 
ment. In his book The Writing on the Wall: How Asian Orthography Curbs 
Creativity, linguist William Hannas (2003) documents the fact that 
modern development in these countries has relied primarily on tech- 
nology transfers from the United States and European countries. Lead- 
ers of Asian nations are acutely aware of their creativity (lack thereof) 
problem and have been trying to address it, albeit with limited suc- 
cess; but somehow this fact escapes the attention of leaders and educa- 
tors in the United States, "where East Asia's technical skills are typically 
confused with real creativity, and where people have little clue about 
the degree to which their creative resources are utilized abroad for 
commercial profit" (Hannas, 2003, p. 4). As a result, Asian nations have 
been working on closing the creativity gap, while the United States 
has been troubled by the "achievement gap" revealed by international 
comparison tests, such as TIMSS and PISA. 

The creativity gap is a complex phenomenon and can be attrib- 
uted to many factors, but it certainly has a great deal to do with indi- 
viduals who are creative. That is, somehow there are more creative 
people in the United States than in Asian countries, or people in the 
United States are in general more creative than those in Asia. Because 
there shouldn't be any genetic difference in creativity between Asians 
and Americans, the difference has to be "nurture" rather than "nature." 
How is creativity nurtured then? 

To be creative is to be different. Creative people often have ideas, 
behaviors, beliefs, and lifestyles that deviate from the norm and 
tradition. How these people and their ideas are treated by others 
has a defining effect on creativity and indeed on different social 
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groups — that is, a collection of individuals, be it families, schools, 
communities, or a whole country. 

Research on the social and contextual influences on creativity has 
found that, in general, tolerance of deviation from tradition and the 
norm resulted in more creativity (Florida, 2002). For example, a com- 
prehensive study of families with highly creative children found that 
on average these families have less than one specific rule for their 
children, whereas families without highly creative members have an 
average of six. Highly creative families live in uncommonly furnished 
houses located in uncommon settings. Parents in these families encour- 
age distinctive thinking patterns from early on, and they themselves 
live a somewhat uncommon lifestyle. Research also found that in indi- 
vidualist cultures such as the United States, creativity is considered 
the expression of a unique individual and thus should be respected 
and valued; in collectivist cultures, on the other hand, the emphasis is 
on continuity and tradition, and thus it is important for an individual 
not to be different (Sawyer, 2006). 

Schools have been generally found to be either indifferent to or sup- 
pressive of creativity because they demand conformity and obedience: 

Most young children are naturally curious and highly imaginative . . . 
after children have attended school for a while, they become more cau- 
tious and less innovative. . . . Unfortunately it is necessary to conclude 
from the investigations of many scholars that our schools are the major 
culprits. Teachers, peers, and the educational system as a whole all 
diminish children's urge to express their creative possibilities. (Dacey & 
Lennon, 1998, p. 69) 

Schools demand conformity and obedience for good reasons. 
They are the agency that prepares citizens to respect the rules of law 
and certain social norms. Practical matters also come into play. Teach- 
ers have to maintain a certain level of control in order to teach a group 
of students something. Students must also follow certain norms in 
order to fit in. Thus all schools inevitably work against creativity in 
order to accomplish their other missions. But there is a difference in 
the degree to which that happens. 

Here lies the answer, or at least a significant partial one, to the 
"creativity gap" between Asians and Americans. First of all, as some 
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admirers of the Chinese and other Asian education systems point out, 
"American children spend less time in academic activities than Chi- 
nese and Japanese children do in terms of hours spent at school each 
day and days spent in school each year" (Stevenson & Stigler, 1992, 
pp. 52-53). In addition, American children spend vastly less time on 
schoolwork at home than their Chinese peers. Most American children 
do not view schooling as central to their lives, whereas most Chinese 
children do (Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). Thus American children gen- 
erally are less exposed to the creativity-killing machine — the school. 

Second, Chinese teachers have been praised for their ability to 
maintain order in the classroom. "Teachers make an explicit effort dur- 
ing the early months of elementary school to teach children techniques 
and skills that will allow them to function effectively in a group" (Ste- 
venson & Stigler, 1992, p. 62). Inflexible rules and standard routines 
are just the right tools to squelch creativity (Dacey & Packer, 1992; Ste- 
venson & Stigler, 1992). Similarly, Chinese teachers, much more than 
their American counterparts, want the students to think of themselves 
as a group, to be constantly aware of their obligations to the group, 
and to not bring shame to the group (Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). Again, 
conformity is emphasized much more in Chinese schools than in 
American schools. 

Third, American parents and educators have often been criti- 
cized by reformers for having low academic expectations of students. 
Empirical studies show that American mothers do indeed seem to be 
significantly more satisfied with their children's academic perfor- 
mance and their schools than mothers in China and Japan. Critics 
have been trying to determine whether this satisfaction is a result of 
parents lacking information about how to judge their children's aca- 
demic performance or simply not caring about it (Stevenson & Stigler, 
1992). But in reality, research suggests that American parents just do 
not care as much as their Asian counterparts about external measures 
of success. For instance, a study of parents of academically talented 
6th graders in the United States found that "emphasis on meeting 
external standards is not predominant among parents of talented stu- 
dents" (Ablard & Parker, 1997, p. 651). Excessive or exclusive focus on 
external indicators of success such as grades and test scores can pres- 
sure children, sending the message that academic success is important 
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not for personal reasons, but to please others (Ablard, 1997). In other 
words, American parents and educators define success more broadly 
and strongly emphasize children's individuality and the need to respect 
their wishes and abilities. 

In contrast, Chinese parents place an extremely high value on 
external indicators: grades, test scores, and most important, admission 
to prestigious universities. The success of a student is measured by 
test scores, and consequently the performance of teachers and schools 
is judged by the number or percentage of students admitted to presti- 
gious universities or high schools. Not surprisingly, parents, students, 
teachers, and the whole education system inevitably work toward get- 
ting good scores in subjects that count on college entrance exams. All 
other activities — art, music, community activities, and athletics — are 
considered unimportant unless they can somehow result in an advan- 
tage in entering better colleges. As noted earlier, awards in certain 
national or provincial-level contests in art, music, and sports can be 
converted into points included in the computation used for the college 
admission process. Thus parents might force their children to take 
classes in these areas or even hire private tutors, but the purpose is 
often not to enrich their children's lives but to enhance their probabil- 
ity of getting into college. As a result, a piano student might practice 
only the pieces required in the certification audition. 

A broader definition of success and an emphasis on internal 
rather than external standards of success may not lead to high test 
scores or good grades, but they definitely help to preserve and protect 
individuality and creativity. American parents' broader conception of 
success allows students to feel good if they excel in areas other than 
academic subjects. It also enables, if not encourages, children to pur- 
sue their interests and thus preserves and protects individuality and 
creativity. In contrast, Asian parents' and their education system's 
emphasis on external indicators and high expectations naturally lead 
to less self-confidence and the externalization of motivation, which are 
detrimental to creativity. 

Lastly, standardized and centralized curriculum, another feature 
of Asian education systems that is often praised by reformers, serves 
to further squeeze opportunities for individual differences. Teaching 
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at the same pace, in the same sequence, and using the same textbooks 
for all students leaves little room for exploring individual interests 
and accommodating different learning styles. Researchers suggest that 
in order to nurture creativity, schools need to set aside physical space 
for long-term projects and research as well as adopt a generous field 
trip policy (Dacey & Packer, 1992). Curriculum standardization and 
high-stakes testing are incompatible with these recommendations. 

Creativity cannot be taught, but it can be stifled. It should be clear 
by now how Asian education systems stifle creativity more effectively 
than the American system. The creativity gap between Americans and 
Chinese exists not because American schools teach creativity more or 
better than their Chinese counterparts. They just do not thwart cre- 
ativity as much as the Chinese. 

Resistance to Change: Abysmal Results of Reforms 

China, of course, does not like the outcomes of its education system. 
From its top leaders to the general public, everyone realizes the dam- 
age it produces. The culprit has long been identified and well known: 
"test-oriented education." In a 1997 policy document, the Chinese 
Ministry of Education (then the Chinese National Education Commis- 
sion) officially brought charges against it: 

"Test-oriented education" refers to the factual existence in our nation's 
education of the tendency to simply prepare for tests, aim for high test 
scores, and blindly pursue admission rates [to colleges or higher-level 
schools] while ignoring the real needs of the student and societal devel- 
opment. It pays attention to only a minority of the student population 
and neglects the majority; it emphasizes knowledge transmission but 
neglects moral, physical, aesthetic, and labor education, as well as the 
cultivation of applied abilities and psychological and emotional devel- 
opment; it relies on rote memorization and mechanical drills as the 
primary approach, which makes learning uninteresting, hinders stu- 
dents from learning actively, prevents them from taking initiatives, and 
heavily burdens them with [an] excessive amount of course work; it 
uses test scores as the primary or only criterion to evaluate students, 
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hurting their motivation and enthusiasm, squelching their creativity, 
and impedes their overall development. "Test-oriented education" vio- 
lates the Education Law and Compulsory Education Law and deviates 
from our education policy. Henceforth, we must take all effective mea- 
sures to promote "quality education" and free elementary and second- 
ary schools from "test-oriented education." (Guojia Jiaowei [National 
Education Commission], 1997) 

As noted in Chapter 3, China has launched a series of reform 
efforts over the past 30 years. These efforts range from massive cur- 
riculum reform to governance and financing reforms, from textbook 
reforms to assessment reforms, and from reforming classroom prac- 
tices to changing teacher preparation. China has even begun to tinker 
with the untouchable gaokao and college admissions. 

But these efforts have not been all that successful. In an article in 
China Daily, the state-run English newspaper of China, psychologist 
Xu Haoyuan says, "Whether it is the vaunted concept of quality educa- 
tion or the reform of the exam-oriented system, I would say education 
reform is the most unsuccessful of all reforms in China since the 1980s" 
(Tao, 2003). A large proportion of the Chinese people share this view. A 
2005 survey found that more than 77 percent of the public was either 
"very dissatisfied" or "somewhat dissatisfied" with education in China. 
Only 4.1 percent reported being "very satisfied" or "somewhat satis- 
fied" (D. Yang, 2006). 

The curriculum decentralization movement and other associated 
reforms have not achieved their objectives: more flexibility in curricu- 
lum, education of the whole child, cultivation of more independent 
thinking and creative talents, and reduction of student burdens. Today, 
students and schools continue to be burdened by excessive amounts of 
academic work and tests, which have been blamed for depriving stu- 
dents of the time to engage in other activities and hurting their health, 
independent thinking, and overall psychological and mental develop- 
ment. According to a recent national study by the Ministry of Educa- 
tion, although many educators seem to have accepted the concept of 
"quality education" and some teachers have changed their teaching 
practices, by and large the focus on the whole child remains only lip 
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service. "Quality education is loudly spoken, but test-oriented educa- 
tion gets the real attention," notes the report. As a result, competition 
among students remains fierce, schools and teachers continue to teach 
to the test at the expense of students' physical and mental health, test 
preparation overrides national curriculum requirements, and some 
schools resort to militaristic ways of managing their students. Under 
intense pressure, students spend all their time and energy on school- 
work (Yong Zhao, 2007). 

The "intense pressure" is placed on everyone: children, parents, 
teachers, school leaders, local education administrators, and even 
local government leaders, but it comes from only one source: col- 
lege entrance exams. Unless China drastically reforms the college 
admission system to expand the criteria beyond test scores on a few 
subjects, it is unlikely that any effort to nurture more creative talents 
and healthy children will bear fruit. 
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The Challenges, Part I: 

Globalization 



'Honey," I confided, "the world is flat." 

— Thomas Friedman 



As electrically contracted, the globe is no more than a 
village. 

— Marshall McLuhan 



On a rainy autumn day in 2007, 1 moved into a flat in Royal Leaming- 
ton Spa, a city of about 40,000 residents located in central Warwick- 
shire, England. According to the plaque next to the Midland Oak, an 
oak tree just outside the town, this was the center of England. Just the 
day before I had been in East Lansing, a city of similar size in central 
Michigan in the United States, about 4,000 miles away. It took me 
about 12 hours on cars, jet planes, and trains to cover this distance. I 
was tired, lonely, and slightly disoriented. But considering that the 
Mayflower took 66 days just to cross the "pond" from Plymouth, 
England, to Plymouth, Massachusetts (which did not even exist when 
the ship arrived), I should have been grateful. I should have been even 
more grateful when minutes later I was reunited with my family back 
in the United States via Skype on my Sony Vaio laptop through an 02 
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mobile phone service. I saw them and talked with them just as I had 
the day before. The distance of 4,000 miles was practically erased! 

I was not the only one who traveled to Leamington Spa from 
faraway places, I soon discovered. A few hours later, I was delivered a 
Peugeot 305 made by the French automaker with factories across 
Europe, China, Brazil, and Argentina, by two friendly Englishmen 
who worked for Avis, an international car rental firm founded in 
Detroit, Michigan (where I had started my journey), and headquar- 
tered in Parsippany, New Jersey. I took a short drive to town to do 
some shopping. Of course, I ended up in Tesco, the British version of 
Wal-Mart, which sells everything from groceries to clothes, DVDs to 
phone cards, and financial planning to health insurance worldwide. 
Without any problem, I got what I wanted: wines from Australia and 
Chile, cheese from France, rice from Thailand, coffee from Colombia, 
and soap from China. Later I realized I could have gotten all of these 
online, without going to the store at all. But I enjoyed the actual visit 
because I got to see other people in the shop, and some of them even 
looked like me. 

My global encounters did not end in Tesco. I needed dinner, and 
I was not prepared to cook. In search of a restaurant, I walked the 
streets and quickly found many choices of cuisine: Chinese, English, 
French, Indian, Italian, Japanese, Middle Eastern, and, of course, the 
quintessential American — McDonald's and KFC. I chose the Leaming- 
ton Bar and Grill and was waited on by two excellent young men from 
Poland. Then I was driven back in a taxi by someone from Turkey. 

The Death of Distance 

In the 24-hour period just described, I had interacted, directly and 
indirectly, physically and virtually, with people from some 20 coun- 
tries around the globe. My well-being, both psychological and physi- 
cal, was taken care of by these individuals, and my action as a consumer 
had in some way affected them as well. This was by no means an epiph- 
any for me, for I had traveled to many countries before and had 
migrated from China to the United States. I had also read many works 
by writers such as Thomas Friedman and Marshall McLuhan about 
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how our world has become "globalized." But for some reason, my 
understanding of the interconnectedness and interdependency among 
human beings was stronger, more real than ever before. Physical dis- 
tance had vanished. 

The death of distance resulting from advances in transportation 
and communication technologies has been a major driving force of 
globalization, but it is not the only one. Political changes have also 
played a significant role. Born in a small village in China's Sichuan 
Province that just received electricity in the late 1990s and is still 
unreachable by car, I likely would not have been in Leamington Spa 
had China not opened up to the outside world, had the Berlin Wall not 
fallen, or had the U.S. Congress not repealed the Chinese Exclusion 
Act. Political changes in the last century have been more than dra- 
matic. The world experienced two world wars and a similarly damag- 
ing cold war that divided the human race into enemies and legalized 
killings of millions for most of the 20th century. But toward the end 
of the millennium, miracles happened. Although regional conflicts 
remain, most of the human race began to exchange goods and services 
rather than bullets and hostility. Nations that used to be at war with 
each other laid down their arms and opened their borders to their for- 
mer enemies. The fall of the Berlin Wall, the formation of the European 
Union (EU), the signing of the North America Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), the birth of the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the 
expansion of the United Nations and its associated organizations have 
all helped build a new platform for the human race to have a different 
way of interacting and connecting with each other, through trade, 
through migration, and through negotiation. 

What I experienced in Leamington Spa has been described and 
documented by many scholars. Almost half a century ago, the Cana- 
dian media theorist and communication professor Marshall McLuhan 
coined the phrase "global village" to highlight his observation that 
thanks to "electric technology, we have extended our central nervous 
system itself in a global embrace, abolishing both space and time as far 
as our planet is concerned" (McLuhan, 1964, p. 3). Events in one part 
of the world could be experienced in real time in other parts of the 
world — just like the shared experiences in small villages throughout 
the ages. McLuhan's insights were revolutionary yet astonishingly 
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correct, as confirmed by subsequent developments in communication 
and information technologies. Today, the all-encompassing informa- 
tion and communication technology, the Internet, has penetrated more 
than 20 percent of the world's population. Mobile telephones, nonex- 
istent at McLuhan's time, are used by more than two billion people. 
Television has now entered 90 percent of the world's households, with 
news and other programming running 24 hours a day. 

What McLuhan did not anticipate is that the technologies that 
enable people to vicariously experience what happens in distant places 
have also enabled physical movement of goods, services, and people, 
with the help of new transportation technologies and political and cul- 
tural changes. The increased flow of goods, services, money, and infor- 
mation across national borders led Thomas Friedman to declare the 
arrival of "the flat world," in which more people on the planet are now 
participating and experiencing economic, cultural, and political activi- 
ties on a global scale. In 2004, worldwide trade in merchandise and 
services contributed to 55 percent of the world's gross domestic prod- 
uct (GDP). Global flows of foreign direct investment have more than 
doubled relative to GDP since 1990, reaching 28.4 percent of GDP in 
2004. Similarly, migration and international travel have increased dra- 
matically. In 2005 more than 190 million people, or 3 percent of the 
world's population, lived in a country they were not born in. Workers' 
remittances and compensation of employees — that is, transfers by 
migrant workers and wages and salaries earned by nonresident work- 
ers — reached $227 trillion in the received category in 2004. In the same 
year, nearly 800 million tourists traveled to another country (World 
Bank, 2006). 

The "global village" and "flat world" are only two of the many 
different metaphors used to describe globalization. But they capture 
the essence of this process that has profoundly changed how we live, 
work, and entertain: "[0]ur lives are becoming increasingly inter- 
twined with those of distant people and places around the world — 
economically, politically, and culturally. These links are not always 
new, but they are more pervasive than ever before" (Legrain, 2002, 
p. 4). These links are the result and forces of the defining characteristic 
of globalization — the increasing free movement of people, goods and 
services, information, and money across national borders and physical 
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distances that have traditionally limited their movement within politi- 
cal, economic, and geographical boundaries. 

Globalization has a number of important implications for educa- 
tion, which I address at the end of this chapter. But first, let's delve 
more deeply into some of the economic and cultural implications. 

Fragmentation of Production: 
Outsourcing, Offshoring, and Job Losses 

Globalization has consequences, and not all of them are good for 
everyone. Just before my visit to Leamington Spa, Peugeot closed its 
plant in nearby Coventry. Along with the closure went 2,300 jobs. Lost 
were not only jobs, but also other things, spiritual and physical, that 
used to be an integral part of the local culture, such as sports facilities 
and teams (Courier, 2008). And there was fear that more plants would 
close and relocate to other countries in the future. 

Similar things have happened in my home state of Michigan. 
Between 2000 and 2006, Michigan lost more than 336,000 jobs; most of 
them were in manufacturing associated with the auto industry, which 
has relocated plants to other countries (DeGroat, 2006). As a result, 
Michigan has experienced the worst economic decline in its history 
and is rapidly slipping from being one of the most prosperous states to 
being a poor state. In 2006, Michigan was "the only state with a shrink- 
ing gross domestic product, or GDP," according to Dana Johnson, chief 
economist of Comerica Bank. "GDP is the value of all goods and ser- 
vices produced ... in 2006 it fell 0.5 percent [in the state], while the 
national GDP grew 3.4 percent. In 2003, Michigan's GDP ranked 23rd 
in the United States. Last year it fell to 35th" (Aguilar, 2007). Michigan 
made national news with its budget crisis and a partial government 
shutdown in fall 2007, as well as the auto industry bailouts in 2008. 

Jobs can be lost without factory closures. The same technological 
advances and political changes that made my travel to Leamington 
Spa so efficient enable businesses to distribute their production pro- 
cesses globally. Thanks to the decreased cost of transportation and the 
increased efficiency of communication, a company can locate its 
designers, manufacturers, marketers, and managers anywhere in the 
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world and still have them all work together on the same product seam- 
lessly, as if they were located in the same place. In fact, companies do 
not even have to own all parts of the production cycle. They can hire 
other companies, wherever they are located, to work on parts of their 
products. This process is called "outsourcing," which is enabled by the 
unbundling or fragmentation of the production process. As U.S. Fed- 
eral Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke observed: 

The production processes are becoming geographically fragmented to 
an unprecedented degree. Rather than producing goods in a single pro- 
cess in a single location, firms are increasingly breaking the production 
process into discrete steps and performing each step in whatever loca- 
tion allows them to minimize costs. For example, the U.S. chip producer 
AMD locates most of its research and development in California; pro- 
duces in Texas, Germany, and Japan; does final processing and testing in 
Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, and China; and then sells to markets 
around the globe. (Bernanke, 2006) 

The Mini Cooper is built in Britain by a German company (BMW), 
and its nearly 2,500 parts come from a dozen countries around the 
world (Gwin, 2005). Legrain (2002) recounts a study that found a par- 
ticular American car was made in nine different countries: 37 percent 
of the production value of the car was generated in the United States, 
30 percent in Korea for assembly, 17.5 percent in Japan for compo- 
nents, 7.5 percent in Germany for design, 4 percent in Taiwan and 
Singapore for minor parts, and 1.5 percent in Ireland and Barbados for 
data processing. 

Outsourcing is not new, but in recent years it has become a major 
concern in many countries because it has become much more global 
and larger in scale. When outsourcing becomes global or offshore, jobs 
are sent to other countries. Then it is called "offshoring." Offshoring 
has been growing at a dramatic rate, and the trend is projected to con- 
tinue. A study by the research firm Forrester Group (McCarthy, 2002) 
suggested that more than one million jobs in Europe will move off- 
shore by 2015. Nearly 760,000 of these jobs are in the United Kingdom. 
In other words, each year about 3 percent of the United Kingdom's 
total number of jobs will move offshore. The situation is worse for the 
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United States, which is expected to have about 3.4 million service jobs 
moved to other countries. 

Jobs that can be outsourced are not limited to manufacturing and 
information technology. Airlines, credit card companies, insurance 
institutions, accounting firms, medical services, and even education 
institutions have entered the business of the global production chain. 
When you call an airline to track your lost luggage, you are likely 
speaking with one of some 240,000 call center employees in India. 
Your X-ray images may be first read by a doctor in India, as may your 
tax documents — even though you think you have employed a local 
accounting firm (Friedman, 2005). Education, too, can be outsourced. 
The Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) exam board in the 
United Kingdom decided to have General Certificate of Secondary 
Education (GCSE) scripts marked in India in 2005. A growing number 
of Indians have been working for American tutoring companies and 
helping American students master math and statistics. As noted in the 
Washington Post, "Tutoring companies figure: If low-paid workers in 
China and India can sew your clothes, process your medical bills and 
answer your computer questions, why can't they teach your children, 
too?" (Paley, 2006). 

One's loss seems to be others' gain. While closing plants and cut- 
ting jobs in Michigan, General Motors and Ford have been adding 
plants and creating jobs in China. General Motors, which already had 
five plants in China, planned to invest $3 billion in China in 2004-07, 
and Ford was in the midst of a $1 billion expansion, building new 
assembly and engine plants in China (McDonald, 2007). Both compa- 
nies also looked at India as their next place for investment (Joshi, 2007). 
India has been the primary recipient of jobs outsourced, especially in 
the information technology sector. 

Free Movement of Goods: 

McDonald's, Starbucks, and Cultural Clashes 

Jobs and cars are not the only thing China got from globalization. 
Although it may have sought the economic growth, it certainly did not 
expect to have the country embrace coffee over its traditional national 
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drink — tea. However, that is exactly what happened. And worse yet, 
Starbucks set up a shop inside the Forbidden City, the palace complex 
that housed China's emperors of several dynasties. After a wave of pro- 
test led by a well-known China Central Television (CCTV) journalist 
who accused the store of ruining China's cultural heritage, Starbucks 
ended its seven-year residency inside the Forbidden City in 2007. 

The battle against Starbucks was not an isolated incident of cul- 
tural conflict resulting from globalization in China. In 2006, a group of 
doctoral students from some of China's most prestigious universities 
issued a call to boycott Christmas. "Western culture has grown from 
drizzles to storms in China, and its most explicit exemplification is the 
growing popularity of Christmas," begins the open letter that was 
widely published by almost all of China's major Web sites. The authors 
asked Chinese citizens to "treat Christmas with caution" and sug- 
gested that the government should seriously reexamine and regulate 
the "Christmas storm" that was powerfully sweeping across China (B. 
Liu, 2006). Responses to the call were more than enthusiastic. Strong 
support for the call was expressed all over China's online chatrooms, 
discussion forums, blogs, and opinion polls. In 2007, the Chinese gov- 
ernment added three major traditional festivals to the calendar as legal 
holidays. Before this change, the spring festival had been the only one 
that was observed as a legal holiday. The first reason cited by the gov- 
ernment for making the adjustment was that the previous national 
holidays did not give adequate consideration to Chinese tradition. 

China's battle against Starbucks and Christmas, as fierce as it 
was, is only a milder version of the battle against McDonald's world- 
wide. Denounced as an agent of cultural imperialism, McDonald's has 
been the target of protest around the world. The movement started in 
England with the environmental group London Greenpeace, which in 
1986 distributed a pamphlet titled "What's wrong with McDonald's? 
Everything they don't want you to know." McDonald's responded 
in 1990 by bringing libel proceedings against the group. The case, 
now known as "the McLibel case," turned out to be the longest- 
running court action in English history, with the trial lasting seven 
years. "From 1994 to 2003, McDonald's restaurants were subject to 
violent attacks (including bombings) in Rome, Macao, Rio de Janeiro, 
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Prague, London, Karachi, Jakarta, Mexico City, Beirut, and Beijing — a 
complete list would fill most of this page," writes the anthropologist 
James Watson (2004, p. 160). Today, the movement against McDon- 
ald's continues. Every year brings organized and globally coordinated 
protests against the company. 

Protests against Starbucks, Christmas, and McDonald's exem- 
plify a widespread concern about the effect of globalization on local 
and indigenous cultures. Cultural homogenization and standardiza- 
tion of everyday life seem to be an inevitable consequence of global- 
ization, as evidenced by the global presence of McDonald's, KFC, 
Wal-Mart, Microsoft, Levis, Google, Coke, Hollywood, Disney, and 
CNN. While scholars are still debating whether multinational compa- 
nies, Hollywood and Bollywood movies, YouTube and CNN, World of 
Warcraft and Second Life, Harry Potter and Madonna are wiping out 
local cultures and standardizing the way we live, eat, dress, and enter- 
tain (Jenkins, 2004; Watson, 2004), the concern over the loss of identity 
is as acute and widespread as that over the loss of jobs. 



Free Movement of People: Migration, Cheap Labor, 
and National Identity Crises 

Jobs, factories, Big Macs, french fries, Levi jeans, Lord of the Rings, and 
YouTube are not the only things that move across national borders and 
bring challenges to local cultures, lifestyles, and standards of living. 
Human beings move across borders, too, and they sometimes present 
even more complex challenges. 

Migration is not a new phenomenon in human history, but recent 
technological, cultural, economic, and political developments have 
significantly increased its frequency and scale. People move from one 
locality to another for all sorts of reasons, from escaping from poor 
living conditions, political turmoil, mistreatment, or lack of opportu- 
nities to seeking better jobs, better education, more opportunities, and 
better living conditions. Globalization has made movement across 
national borders and geographical boundaries easier and more appeal- 
ing and hence fueled more migration in recent years. 
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Political changes in the past few decades have made it possible 
for billions of people who had been confined to their country of birth 
to seek education, employment, and other opportunities in another 
country. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 removed the barriers 
between the West and the East, freeing millions of people to move to 
and from countries that had been off limits for almost half a century. 
Political changes inside China since 1979 gave more than a billion peo- 
ple the potential to move out of their country. The formation of the 
European Union made it possible for millions of people in more than 
20 countries to work and live in any member state of the EU. 

Economic and technological developments in recent years have 
made migration more accessible and appealing. As income rises and 
education quality improves in many developing countries, more peo- 
ple can afford and have the ability and desire to move to another coun- 
try. Global information technologies have made people more aware of 
lifestyles and opportunities in other countries, affecting their desire 
and decision to move elsewhere. In addition, information and com- 
munication technologies help immigrants stay in touch with their own 
culture, families, and relatives, easing the psychological strain of liv- 
ing in a foreign land. 

On the demand side, many countries have begun to intentionally 
attract certain types of immigrants to help sustain and further develop 
their own economy. Each year, China imports more than 300,000 "for- 
eign experts" as technical advisors, professors, and consultants (Lin & 
Wang, 2006). The United States annually issues around 100,000 non- 
immigrant visas for skilled professionals, in addition to other types of 
visas for guest workers. In 1987, Japan established the Japan Exchange 
and Teaching (JET) program to attract foreign graduates to teach lan- 
guage (mostly English) and promote internationalization. The pro- 
gram had nearly 6,000 participants in 2006 (Japan Exchange and 
Teaching Program, 2007). In 2006, Singapore imported a group of 
toilet cleaners from Japan to professionalize its own cleaning workers 
(Kyodo News International, 2006). 

The scale of migration has been astounding for some countries in 
recent years. In 2006, more than 860 immigrants arrived in the United 
Kingdom every day, and this number counts only those who came 
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legally (Dunnell, 2007; Slack, 2008). Between 1997 and 2006, the United 
Kingdom has had a net increase of immigrants of 2,337,000. As of 2008, 
about 10 percent of the population in the United Kingdom was born 
outside the country, almost reaching the level in the country founded 
on immigration — the United States of America. In 2003, 11 .7 percent of 
the U.S. population was foreign born (Larsen, 2004). The immigrant 
population is even higher in Australia, with almost one quarter of its 
people born overseas, as of 2004 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005). 
Like the United States, Australia is a country founded by immigrants 
and has a history of high levels of immigration in its early years. In 
1891, about 32 percent of Australians were foreign born, but the per- 
centage fell to 10 percent in 1947. 

Migration goes both ways. There is immigration and there is emi- 
gration. While some countries, mostly developed countries, have seen 
an increase in people moving in, others must have experienced an 
increase in people moving out. Mexico is perhaps the country that has 
experienced the most emigration in recent years. According to avail- 
able statistics, more than 1.6 million Mexicans moved across the bor- 
der into the United States in the five years between 1995 and 2000 
(Gutierrez, 2006). China has seen many of its citizens moving to work 
and live in other places, too. In 2007, an estimated 750,000 Chinese 
were living in African countries, 600,000 in Russia, and nearly a mil- 
lion in Europe, the majority of them having moved out of China since 
the 1980s. India, too, is a country of emigration. Nearly 1.25 million 
Indians emigrated to the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, 
and Australia between 1950 and 2000, with an additional 3 million 
Indians emigrating to the Middle East since the late 1970s (Srivastava 
& Sasikumar, 2003). 

Increased migration is both a consequence and a cause of global- 
ization. While globalizing forces have significantly increased the level 
of migration, migration itself is further globalizing the world we live 
in. The movement of people affects both the home and the host coun- 
try, and the effect is not clear cut. 

Supporters of immigration argue that international migration 
brings economic prosperity to those who migrate and to their sending, 
as well as receiving, countries. "History has shown that immigration 
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encourages prosperity," says a special report on international migra- 
tion published in The Economist, for the following reasons: 

• The millions of individuals who have migrated to other coun- 
tries have proven to have a better life. 

• They bring back new skills, new ideas, new technology, and 
savings when they return. 

• The money migrants send home helps their home country. At 
least $260 billion, more than aid and foreign investment combined, 
was sent to poor countries by migrant workers in 2006. 

• They supply the rich countries with fresh workers, both skilled 
and unskilled. "It is no coincidence that countries that welcome immi- 
grants — such as Sweden, Ireland, America, and Britain — have better 
economic records than those that shun them" (Economist, 2008). 

However, one cannot ignore the negative consequences of migra- 
tion. Immigrants often suffer from prejudice, exploitation, and lack of 
access to public services and civil rights enjoyed by citizens of the host 
country. They are treated as second-class citizens and subjected to dis- 
crimination and sometimes even violent attacks. They also become 
scapegoats for domestic problems in the host country. In addition, 
when skilled workers move to prosperous countries, they take away 
their home countries' investment and leave behind a talent vacuum. 
"Brain drain" has been a long-term issue for poor countries with sig- 
nificant migration. 

Immigrants can be viewed as a threat to the host community. 
They may be blamed for unemployment of local residents, seen as an 
added burden to public services such as health and education, and 
most serious of all, seen as the cause of a crisis in national identity. The 
American cultural critic Samuel Huntington, in his controversial book 
Who Are We? The Challenges to America's National Identity (2004), sug- 
gests that immigration, particularly from Mexico, may cause the 
United States of America to disintegrate. These concerns, justified or 
not, are widespread, as noted by The Economist: 

Italians blame gypsies from Romania for a spate of crime. British politi- 
cians of all stripes promise to curb the rapid immigration of recent years. 



110 



CATCHING UP OR LEADING THE WAY 



Voters in France, Switzerland, and Denmark last year rewarded politi- 
cians who promised to keep out strangers. In America, too, huddled 
masses are less welcome as many presidential candidates promise to 
fence off Mexico. And around the rich world, immigration has been ris- 
ing to the top of voters' lists of concerns — which, for those who believe 
that migration greatly benefits both recipient and donor countries, is a 
worry in itself. (Economist, 2008) 

Challenges for Education 

It is clear that globalization has already transformed how we live, 
work, and entertain, affected our views of relationships, and made us 
aware of people who live thousands of miles away and were once "out 
of sight and out of mind." As a social institution, education has been 
mostly a local entity, funded with local or national taxes, serving the 
purpose of the local community or the nation, preparing workers for 
the local economy, and passing on local values. The idea of a local 
community has already become something of the past. Today we all 
live in a globally interconnected and interdependent community. We 
can be certain that our children will live in an even more globalized 
world. Their lives will be even more affected by others who live in 
distant lands, belong to different local communities, and believe in 
different gods or believe in no God at all. Education, the traditionally 
local social institution, thus faces a number of significant challenges in 
preparing children to live in the global society. 

The first challenge concerns what we can do to help our children 
secure a job that will provide for them and their families. As discussed 
earlier, the death of distance has created a global job market. That is, 
employers can theoretically find the talent they need from anywhere 
on the globe by either moving their businesses to where the talent is 
located and outsourcing to operations that have the talent, or directly 
moving the talent to wherever they need it. In a strictly business sense, 
businesses use two criteria to decide who to employ: costs and quality, 
all other things being equal. To maximize profit, all businesses would 
like to pay as little as possible for their workforce provided that the 
workforce has adequate knowledge and skills for the tasks. Thus the 
first thing that matters on the global job market is cost, or salaries, and 
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benefits from the employees' perspective. Cheap labor is responsible 
for many of the job losses and factory closures mentioned earlier in this 
chapter. The integration of China, India, and other developing coun- 
tries into the world economy has provided billions of workers who 
cost much less than those in developed countries to fill low-level, low- 
skill, or no-skill positions and thus made it possible for businesses to 
send jobs to these countries. But China, India, and other countries not 
only have cheap labor for low-skill jobs; they also have millions of 
engineers, computer programmers, and other professionals who can 
competently fill positions that require more sophisticated knowledge 
and skills, and cost less. That's why we have also seen jobs in the high- 
tech industry, such as software programming, lost to China and India. 

Moreover, China, India, and other developing countries have 
been working hard at developing their education systems. And as 
their economic conditions improve, so does the quality of their educa- 
tion. This has caused concern in the developed countries, which cer- 
tainly do not have the advantage of price compared to the developing 
countries. 

As a result of this situation, education systems in developed 
countries face a challenging question. The question is one that the 
New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, a group of 
influential business, education, and political leaders, asked in their 
2007 report, Tough Choices or Tough Times: 

Today, Indian engineers make $7,500 a year against $45,000 for an Amer- 
ican engineer with the same qualifications. If we succeed in matching 
the very high levels of mastery of mathematics and science of these 
Indian engineers — an enormous challenge for this country — why would 
the world's employers pay us more than they have to pay the Indians to 
do their work? (p. 5) 

The second challenge involves what we can do to help our chil- 
dren live, work, and interact with people from different cultures and 
countries. Another consequence of globalization is increased inten- 
sity and frequency of cross-cultural communications. As businesses 
become global and multinational, so does the workforce. Today, com- 
munications within a company often occur across many countries and 
cultures on a daily basis. External communications with customers, 
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suppliers, government agencies, and other regulation entities are simi- 
larly international. Even small businesses need talents that can help 
them navigate the cultural and linguistic differences when they enter 
the global economy. In addition, as more and more people move across 
national borders, communities are becoming increasingly diverse cul- 
turally and racially. Communities need to provide services that are 
culturally sensitive and linguistically competent to assist new immi- 
grants, to attract international investments and tourists, and to get on 
the global stage. Therefore, the ability to interact effectively with peo- 
ple who speak different languages, believe in different religions, and 
hold different values has become essential for all workers. That is, 
what used to be required of a small group of individuals — diplomats, 
translators, cross-cultural communication consultants, or international 
tour guides — has become necessary for all professions. 

We call the required set of skills and knowledge "global com- 
petence." An essential ingredient of global competence is foreign 
language proficiency and a deep understanding of other cultures. 
American schools are notorious for not preparing students to cultivate 
such knowledge and skills. According to a report by a Washington, 
D.C. -based nonprofit organization, "many American students lack 
sufficient knowledge about other world regions, languages and cul- 
tures, and as a result are likely to be unprepared to compete and lead 
in a global work environment" (Committee for Economic Develop- 
ment [CED], 2006, p. 14). Most American school systems do not offer 
foreign languages until high school. Although foreign language 
instruction starting in high school is already too little too late, not all 
high school students are even required to take a foreign language, 
especially a non- Western language. 

The third challenge for education concerns what is needed to 
help our children adopt a global view in their thinking and develop a 
sense of global citizenship. As economic globalization sweeps contem- 
porary society, it brings both positive and negative effects to different 
societies and different sectors of a given society. Although it may help 
spread democracy and lift people out of poverty, it has the potential to 
lead to more cultural clashes and conflicts, destroy local cultures, 
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breed hostility, create new pockets of poverty, and ruin the environ- 
ment. Furthermore, what happens in distant places affects communi- 
ties worldwide. Terrorism, environmental destruction, disease, and 
political unrest have all acquired a global nature. To ensure a better 
society for all — actually to ensure the very survival and continuity of 
human civilization — requires us to prepare our students to become 
global citizens. 

As citizens of the globe, they need to be aware of the global nature 
of societal issues, to care about people in distant places, to understand 
the nature of global economic integration, to appreciate the intercon- 
nectedness and interdependence of peoples, to respect and protect 
cultural diversity, to fight for social justice for all, and to protect planet 
Earth — home for all human beings. This is a difficult task for Ameri- 
can educators. No Child Left Behind has already squeezed out any 
room for subjects other than what is being tested. The frightening 
descriptions of job losses, trade deficits, foreign terrorists, and the rise 
of developing countries add to the challenge for educators trying to 
convince an America-centric public that helping our children develop 
a sense of global citizenship is a good thing. In reality, it is not only a 
good thing, but also a necessary and urgent thing to do simply because 
our well-being is connected to that of people in other countries. We 
can no longer sustain our prosperity in isolation from others. 

To meet these challenges, we need to transform our thinking 
about education. It may still be locally funded and controlled, but we 
must think globally in terms of what knowledge and skills our chil- 
dren will need so that they can exercise their inalienable rights to life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness in the globalized world. 
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The Challenges, Part II: 

Technology 



It would appear that we have reached the limits of what it 
is possible to achieve with computer technology, although 
one should be careful with such statements, as they tend 
to sound pretty silly in five years. 

— John Von Neumann, mathematician (circa 1949) 

Here are my strong reservations about the wave of 
computer networks. They isolate us from one another and 
cheapen the meaning of actual experience. They work 
against literacy and creativity. They undercut our schools 
and libraries. 



The May 2006 issue of Business Week features Anshe Chung, a resident 
of the 3-D virtual world called Second Life (Hof, 2006). Chung does 
not exist in the physical world. She is the avatar, or virtual representa- 
tion, of a woman named Ailin Graef in the physical world. Graef, as 
the Business Week cover story tells us, was the first person in the world 
to make more than $1 million by creating and selling virtual real estate 
properties in the imaginary virtual space. Born in Hubei, China, Graef 



—Clifford Stoll, author, 1995 
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married a German and immigrated to Germany. In 2004, she spent 
$9.95 for a Second Life account and created the character of Anshe 
Chung, an Asian-looking female wearing a traditional Chinese dress 
called a qipao. 

Second Life is a computer game created and operated by Linden 
Lab, a software company based in San Francisco. It differs from most 
traditional computer games in its scope, in that it is a vast online 
diorama in which players can create all sorts of objects, from buildings 
to golf courses, from cars to flowers, and from food to clothes. It is 
persistent, as well. That is, even when the user logs off the computer, 
it still exists, and millions of other players are still there. It is, in essence, 
a virtual world, or "metaverse." 

Players of Second Life, more often called "residents," live in this 
metaverse as in the physical world. They can create objects and sell or 
buy them with Linden dollars. Linden Lab has made it a policy that 
users own the intellectual property rights to the objects they create or 
purchase. Linden Lab has also made it possible for users to convert 
their earned Linden dollars into real U.S. dollars. Of course, users can 
buy Linden dollars with their real money. Registration to play the 
game is free, but to have a place to "live," the user must buy land or 
properties. They can buy land from other "residents" or from Linden 
Lab directly. At the time of this writing, one could buy a 65,536-square- 
meter private region for $1,000 and would pay a $290 monthly fee to 
maintain ownership. 

Anshe Chung (Ailin Graef in real life) began to accumulate her 
fortune by making small-scale purchases of properties in Second Life. 
She subdivided them and developed them into themed properties, 
such as oriental gardens and country houses. She then sold or rented 
them to other residents, who apparently found them desirable. In just 
two and a half years, she had turned her $9.95 into more than $1 mil- 
lion. Today she continues her business on a much larger scale. She 
now operates the Anshe Chung Studios, which, according to its Web 
site, "maintains offices in the real world, where it employs more than 
80 people full time, and is extended by a huge network of virtual real- 
ity freelancers worldwide. It hosts thousands of residents on more 
than 40 square kilometers of gated communities in virtual worlds." 



116 



CATCHING UP OR LEADING THE WAY 



Anshe Chung's success as a virtual property developer illustrates 
another transformation brought about by technology: the emergence 
of the virtual world. Chapter 5 discusses how technology has short- 
ened geographical distances and drastically transformed our lives 
from physically bounded local experiences to global ones. This chap- 
ter provides a glimpse into the virtual world created by technology. 
Although still in its infancy and by no means physical, the virtual 
world is real and rapidly expanding. Just as we affect and are affected 
by people at a distance whom we may never physically meet, the vir- 
tual world is quickly evolving into one that will soon affect the physi- 
cal lives of many of us, although it exists only in cyberspace. 

The virtual world is already an all-encompassing reality in the 
full sense of the word. There are virtual economies, where individuals 
participate in financial transactions. There are virtual communities, 
where individuals form relationships and experience the full psycho- 
logical consequences of those relationships. There are cyber wars, in 
which enemies attack each other's computer systems in hopes of 
inflicting maximal damage. There are online crimes, virtual schools, 
and online marketplaces. 

The virtual world, like the global world, poses unique challenges 
to education. Schools by and large have been trying to ignore it as 
innocuous entertainment or keep it outside the realm of children's 
education because it is potentially harmful. But as one dimension of 
the future world our children will very likely reside in, can we afford 
not to consider its implications for education? 



Real Businesses in the Virtual World: 
Happenings in Second Life 

Second Life is one of the real-life implementations of the metaverse 
imagined by author Neal Stephenson in his 1992 novel Snow Crash. 
Stephenson created the word "metaverse" out of the words "meta" 
and "universe" to replace "virtual reality," a phrase he found too awk- 
ward. In Snow Crash, the metaverse is an urban environment devel- 
oped along a single road that is 100 meters wide and 65,536 kilometers 
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long, wrapping around the perfectly spherical planet. People use per- 
sonal or public terminals to gain access to the metaverse, which appears 
as a high-quality virtual reality display on goggles worn by the user. 

There have been various attempts to implement the metaverse on 
computer systems. Second Life is by far the most successful and influ- 
ential metaverse implementation for social purposes. There are also a 
number of highly successful online role-playing games, such as World 
of Warcraft, that bear some resemblance to the metaverse, but with a 
specific gaming purpose and more prestructured social organizations. 

Second Life was launched in 2003 with the goal of creating a user- 
defined virtual world in which people could interact, play, and do 
business. Five years later, one could safely say that the stated goal of 
Second Life had been met with great success. Second Life had devel- 
oped into a vast world with a population of more than 15 million as of 
September 11, 2008. Nearly half a million people logged on during the 
previous seven days, and more than one million logged on during the 
previous 60 days. By the end of August 2008, the metaverse had 23,806 
privately owned islands (Linden Research, 2008). In June 2008, resi- 
dents in Second Life spent a total of 33.9 million hours in this virtual 
world. It has also become an active economy. Total user-to-user trans- 
actions in June 2008 were valued at L$7.9 billion (about US$29 million). 
In June 2007, a total of L$9.7 billion (about US$36 million) of currency 
circulated throughout Second Life's economy (E. Reuters, 2008). 

What the millions of residents can do in Second Life is as rich as, 
and perhaps even richer than, what they can do in real life. For exam- 
ple, as of September 2008, "you won't have to travel to St. Louis to visit 
the Gateway Arch or to take a steamboat ride down the Mississippi," 
according to an article in the St. Louis Business Journal. "Once you log 
on to virtual St. Louis, you'll be able to visit the Gateway to the West, 
buy real tickets to the attraction and book real hotel rooms. Then you 
can snag a free St. Louis T-shirt for your avatar, or online persona, and 
grab a ride on a steamboat" (Volkmann, 2008). St. Louis is not the only 
city you can tour in Second Life. In fact, it is a latecomer compared 
with European cities such as London, Copenhagen, Berlin, Amster- 
dam, Manchester, Barcelona, Liverpool, Salzburg, and many more. 
Although the replica often does not include the whole city, it gives you 
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a 3-D experience of the major streets, landmarks, monuments, and 
interesting sites. 

In addition to replicas of cities, Second Life has representations of 
certain important sites, such as the World Trade Center twin towers, 
the Sydney Harbor Bridge, New York's Times Square, and the Spanish 
Mezquita Mosque (named the Chebi Mosque in Second Life). You can 
join other residents around these landmarks for various purposes. For 
example, "over a period of 24 hours on September 11, 2008, a variety 
of events took place including speeches, victim name readings, memo- 
rial dedications and tribute performances" related to the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks (Saidi, 2008). 

If you prefer shopping, Second Life offers plenty of opportuni- 
ties. You can buy the latest fashions at many designer stores to dress 
up your avatar. If you like electronic gadgets, visit the electronics store 
to browse and purchase. You can also shop for furniture and other 
items, such as paintings and other artwork, to decorate your virtual 
residence. 

If you want to make money and have the necessary skills and 
talent, you can build things to sell to other residents, as Anshe Chung 
did. Second Life provides tools to construct houses, create furniture, 
develop games, build theme parks, or program race cars or helicopters 
and sell them to other Second Life residents to enhance their experi- 
ences. You can sell services to others, too. Own a restaurant, a tea 
house, or a pub and offer live music and other entertainment to visi- 
tors. Or operate a travel agency and guide visitors through the vast 
land of Second Life. 

If you want something on the lighter side, enjoy some live music. 
Live concerts and other events are "one of the most popular activities 
in Second Life. Real-life musicians and DJs use streaming audio to 
send their sounds into SL, and avatars gather to listen. You can find 
just about every genre and era of music, from jazz to hip-hop" (Wag- 
ner, 2007). About a dozen live music performances take place on a 
typical day in Second Life. If art is your thing, you can visit some of the 
hundreds of galleries in this virtual world. 

More serious things can happen in Second Life, too. You can try 
learning a foreign language from native speakers in an immersive 
environment built to resemble the place where the language is spoken. 
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If you're interested in learning mandarin Chinese, visit the Chinese 
Island operated by Michigan State University's Confucius Institute, 
which features a Chinese museum, markets, and restaurants. Many 
universities now have a presence in Second Life and are exploring 
offering courses in this virtual land. About three quarters of the uni- 
versities in the United Kingdom are actively developing or using Sec- 
ond Life, according to a study (Kirriemuir, 2008). 

Besides educational activities, you can also conduct business 
meetings, attend church services, or visit foreign embassies in Second 
Life. 

Play Money: Gold Farming in the Synthetic World 

"On April 15, 2004, 1 will truthfully report to the IRS that my primary 
source of income is the sale of imaginary goods — and that I earn more 
from it, on a monthly basis, than I have ever earned as a professional 
writer." Writer Julian Dibbell made this "dubious proposal" on March 
11, 2003, and immediately set out to work. As of April 14, 2004, he had 
an annual income of $47,000, which did not exceed the highest annual 
income he had earned as a professional writer. So he declared: "Game 
over, I lose" (Dibbell, 2006, p. 284). 

Dibbell may have failed to earn more than he had during his best 
year of writing and thus failed at his own proposal, "but on the other 
hand, to be honest, it [the $47,000 income] would have topped all other 
years. And it wasn't exactly hardship pay either: even in that last crazy 
month, I wasn't putting more than fifty hours a week into the job, all 
of them in the comfort of whatever I chose to call home" (p. 292). What 
exactly was his job? 

Basically, he played computer games, killed monsters, attacked 
castles, collected points, and traded weapons, armor, and other valu- 
able items in these games. However, he was not just playing the games 
for fun. Rather, he sold what he had acquired inside the games to other 
players for real-world money. That qualified him as a "gold farmer," 
someone who harvests in-game currency — virtual gold — in a specific 
type of computer game commonly known as "massively multiplayer 
online role-playing games" (MMORPG) and sells it for money in the 
real world. 
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MMORPG is a genre of computer games in which a large number 
of players interact with one another in a virtual world. The game is 
usually hosted by its publisher, and players from all over the world 
interact within the same environment, which is "persistent," meaning 
that it continues to exist and evolve while the player is away from the 
game. In an MMORPG, players assume the role of a fictional character 
and take control over many of that character's actions. The devel- 
opment of the fictional character is the primary goal in almost all 
MMORPGs. To develop the character along a prescribed path of pro- 
gression, the player has to earn experience points. When sufficient 
points are accumulated, the character reaches a higher level, which 
often comes with more power, access to new territories and quests, or 
a more attractive appearance. There are different ways to accumulate 
points. Some of the common ones include combating monsters, com- 
pleting quests, or battling with other players. Whatever the method, a 
player must spend lots of time and develop the skills to move up the 
levels so as to enjoy the privileges that come with the elevated status. 

Although all players want to make their virtual characters more 
powerful in the synthetic world, not everyone has or wants to spend 
the time to develop the necessary skills. One solution is to use real 
money to buy points from other players — sort of like contracting oth- 
ers to do the work for you, which is no different from hiring someone 
to mow the lawn or clean the house. When there is demand, there is 
supply. There are plenty of players who love to spend time earning 
points and then sell them for real money. As a result, a new profession 
has been born. 

Gold farming may have started in the late 1980s when computer 
game players made cash payments for items or to improve characters 
within multi-user dungeons (MUDs), the predecessor of MMORPGs 
(Heeks, 2008). It evolved from a hobby into a profession and from 
individual acts into a complex organized industry around the year 
2000, as MMORPGs grew into a global phenomenon. There is no exact 
count of the number of MMORPG players in the world today, though 
one estimate put the number at around 50 million in 2008 (Heeks, 
2008). One of the most popular titles, World of Warcraft, surpassed 10 
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million subscribers on January 22, 2008 (Alexander, 2008). The whole 
industry of MMORPG is worth about $2.5 billion a year for subscrip- 
tion fees only, excluding hardware and other costs (Heeks, 2008). 

Today, gold farming has become an international business. There 
are an estimated 400,000-plus gold farmers in the world, mainly in 
China, Mexico, Romania, and Russia. This industry generates about 
$500 million in annual revenue. The number could be as high as more 
than a billion U.S. dollars, according to other estimates (Heeks, 2008). 
Even at $500 million, gold farming is no longer a cottage industry. 

The life of gold farmers and the operation of this industry have 
begun to attract the attention of both the media and serious scholars. 
Besides Julian Dibbell's personal account of his own gold farming 
experiment in his book Play Money: Or How I Quit My Day Job and Made 
Millions Trading Virtual Loot, Indiana University professor Edward 
Castronova (2005) wrote a more scholarly, analytic book on this topic, 
titled Synthetic Worlds: The Business and Culture of Online Games. The 
New York Times has also published multiple articles about this profes- 
sion (Dibbell, 2007). Ge Jin (2006), a doctoral student at the University 
of California-San Diego, has produced a documentary film about Chi- 
nese gold farmers. Researcher Richard Heeks (2008) of the University 
of Manchester published a detailed analysis of gold farming as an eco- 
nomic phenomenon. 



eSports: Video Game Players Go Pro 

"If you want to upset a group of South Koreans, start referring to 'com- 
puter gaming,'" writes Liam Fitzpatrick from Seoul for Time maga- 
zine. "We don't call it 'computer gaming' here. We call it 'e-Sports' " 
(Fitzpatrick, 2008). In a country where there are TV channels dedicated 
to video games, tens of millions of devoted fans and followers, famed 
stars, big corporate sponsorships, professional players and coaches, 
and specialized training camps, video games are indeed no less of a 
sport than basketball or soccer. 

Vanessa Hua of the San Francisco Chronicle wrote about a South 
Korean professional video game player in 2006: 
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Choi Yeon-sung avoids going out most days, and when he's on the 
street, he puts his head down — to dodge the whispers, the stares and the 
pleas for autographs. Such are the hardships of a celebrity video game 
player in South Korea. Choi has 90,000 members in his fan club. He pulls 
down $190,000 a year in salary and winnings combined, in a country 
where the average annual income is $16,291. At 23, the boyish-looking 
professional gamer has achieved a level of fame bestowed elsewhere on 
movie idols, soccer stars and Olympic champions. 

Choi was not the only e-sports star admired in South Korea. As 
Hua discovered, many of the top game players have loyal followers. 
Some Korean children now are aspiring to become Choi, just like many 
American children aspire to become Magic Johnson or Kobe Bryant. 
The stardom is also shared by TV commentator Paul Chong, who 
broadcasts video game competitions. "If he [Chong] decides that he 
likes you, your Seoul entree is assured. He can get you an audience 
with the mayor" (Fitzpatrick, 2008). "An estimated 18 million South 
Koreans, more than one-third of the country's 48 million people, play 
video games online," writes Hua (2006). That's a healthy base for any 
sport. In addition, big corporations like Samsung, AMD, IBM, and 
Microsoft have become major sponsors of video game competitions. 

But e-sports is not only a Korean phenomenon. The World Cyber 
Games, one of several international video game competitions, was 
launched in Seoul in 2000, with 174 players from 17 countries. The 
2007 games held in Seattle had 700 players from 75 countries. The 
prizes totaled $448,000, more than double what was offered in 2000. 

The World Cyber Games is not the only international video gam- 
ing tournament. Several other organizations operate annual competi- 
tions, such as the Cyberathlete Professional League, the World e-Sports 
Games, the Electronic Sports World Cup, the Championship Gaming 
Series, and Major League Gaming. 

Invisible Attacks: Cyber Wars and Cyber Terrorism 

On April 27, 2007, the cyberspace of the small Baltic state of Esto- 
nia was invaded. For the next three weeks, Web sites of the country's 
government agencies, including those of the Estonian presidency and 
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parliament and almost all of its ministries, were attacked. Also attacked 
were Web sites of the country's political parties, major banks, and 
news organizations. The attacks took the form of distributed denial of 
services (DDoS), a commonly used method in cyber attacks that aims 
to disable or disrupt the targeted Web sites by overcrowding the band- 
widths of the servers with tens of thousands of simultaneous visits. 
The attacks rendered these Web sites inaccessible to their users and 
caused significant damage to computer-dependent Estonia, a small 
country of about 1.4 million people but a pioneer in the development 
of "e-government" and "e-business." 

These attacks were considered "a barrage of cyber warfare" 
launched by Russia against Estonia, according to a report by the U.K. 
newspaper The Guardian (Traynor, 2007). What prompted the attacks, 
according to the Guardian report, was the removal of the "Bronze Sol- 
dier," a Soviet war memorial in central Tallinn, Estonia's capital city. 
NATO, of which Estonia is a member, took notice of these attacks and 
dispatched top cyber-terrorism experts to Estonia to investigate the 
attacks and help the country improve its electronic defense. Although 
NATO does not currently consider cyber attacks as military action, the 
Estonian case may push its member states to reconsider. As the Guard- 
ian article suggests, "If it were established that Russia is behind the 
attacks, it would be the first known case of one state targeting another 
by cyber- warfare" (Traynor, 2007). 

Russia was accused again in 2008 for another cyber war against 
another former state of the Soviet Union, Georgia. This time, the cyber 
attacks were reported to have both preceded and accompanied the 
physical attacks that occurred when Russian military forces moved 
into the disputed South Ossetia region on August 8, 2008 (Leyden, 
2008; Markoff, 2008). The attacks were similar to those against Esto- 
nia in 2007, using DDoS to render important government Web sites 
inaccessible. Georgia eventually moved some of its Web sites, includ- 
ing the site of its president, to servers in other countries to avoid the 
attacks. 

It is uncertain whether the Russian government organized the 
attacks. As Gadi Evron (2008), a well-known expert in Internet secu- 
rity and cyber crimes, suggests, the attacks may not have been state 
sponsored, but rather "just some unaffiliated attacks by Russian 
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hackers and/or some rioting by enthusiastic Russian supporters." The 
same can be said of the attacks on Estonia. But whether these attacks 
were state sponsored or not is not important for Estonia or Georgia in 
terms of the damage done. In either case, their national interests were 
damaged by seemingly coordinated attacks associated with national 
and ethnic conflicts. 

Compromising the interests of other nations or groups of people 
in cyberspace or via the Internet has become an increasingly likely 
threat as our societies become more dependent on technology. As early 
as 1997 the French journalist Jean Guisnel wrote about government 
intelligence gathering on the Internet in his book Cyberwars: Espionage 
on the Internet. In 2003, Dan Verton, a journalist with Computer World, 
published a book revealing another aspect of modern warfare: cyber 
terrorism. Titled Black Ice: The Invisible Threat of Cyber-Terrorism, the 
book presents the possibility of terrorist attacks in cyberspace: 

The next terrorist attack may well be launched — at least partially — in 
cyberspace. Much of our economy depends on the proper functioning 
of this digital medium. Typically, we think of cyberspace as "the Inter- 
net" — the global interconnections of computers that facilitate commerce 
(e-banking, securities trading, and online sales) and electronic commu- 
nications. If this were the only function of the new digital medium, this 
nation would remain at risk. However, much more than the World Wide 
Web is at risk of a terrorist attack. Virtually everything we do is in some 
way impacted by the new electronic world, (p. viii) 

Cyber attacks are appealing means for governments, terrorists 
groups, and individuals who wish to inflict damage on others because 
the cost is relatively low and the damage can be significant. For exam- 
ple, in 2000, the I Love You virus affected more than 20 million Internet 
users and caused billions of dollars in damage. The Code Red worm, 
another computer virus, infected about a million servers in 2001 and 
caused $2.6 billion in damage (Weimann, 2004). 

Creating a computer virus and unleashing it on the Internet is 
relatively easy and can be done by a few individuals or even one per- 
son, as in the case of Sven Jaschan, a German teenager and high school 
student who sent the Sasser computer worm on his 18th birthday, 
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April 29, 2004 (CNN, 2005). Jaschan created the virus on his own. But 
the damage it caused was significant and global. "It was blamed for 
shutting down British Airways flight check-ins, hospitals and govern- 
ment offices in Hong Kong, part of Australia's rail network, Finnish 
banks, British Coast Guard stations, and millions of other computers 
worldwide" (CNN, 2005). The estimated damages were in the millions 
of dollars. 

The damages caused by cyber attacks are almost impossible to 
tally because they come in so many different forms, some of which — 
defamation, oppressed freedom of expression, and services denied to 
customers or citizens, for example — cannot be calculated in monetary 
terms. But a report by the British-North American Committee (2007), 
a group of business leaders and academics in Britain, the United States, 
and Canada, gives some numbers for the business sector. The report, 
Cyber Attack: A Risk Management Primer for CEOs and Directors, says 
that "globally, malware and viruses cost businesses between US$169 
billion and US$204 billion in 2004, and the trend is rising sharply. . . . 
Even the cost of spam is significant: costs associated with spam in the 
United States, United Kingdom, and Canada in 2005 amounted to 
US$17 billion, US$2.5 billion, and US$1.6 billion, respectively" (p. 2). 



The Back Dorm Boys 

and the People Formerly Known as the Audience 

Remember William Hung, the celebrity created by American Idol? Hung, 
an engineering student at the University of California-Berkeley, audi- 
tioned for the Fox TV show in January 2004. After the show aired four 
months later, Hung became an instant celebrity for his talents, or lack 
thereof, in singing and dancing. Since then, he has recorded albums, 
appeared on national TV shows, acted in films, and become perhaps 
the most famous star uncovered by American Idol, for whatever reason. 

Hung is a telling example of what modern technology is capable 
of in transforming the value of talent and creating instant celebrities. 
Television and other media technologies are certainly powerful in 
making or breaking individuals. But the Internet is even more so. It 
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has a much broader audience than traditional TV, and more impor- 
tant, it is much more accessible in terms of who gets on the show. Thus 
the Internet has created many more celebrities and entrepreneurs — 
many of them self-made, without the control of a big business or the 
assistance of a large group of professionals. 

Wei Wei and Huang Yixin, more commonly known as the Back 
Dorm Boys, are an excellent example of the grassroots nature of the 
Internet in this regard. Two students at the Guangzhou Art Institute, 
Wei and Huang gained fame from a video they made in 2005 that 
showed them lip-syncing a song originally recorded by the Backstreet 
Boys. They initially made the video for fun and uploaded it to their 
college network; it quickly made it onto the international scene through 
YouTube, the popular video-sharing Web site. Their first video on You- 
Tube was viewed more than 7 million times in the first few years after 
it was uploaded. They gained instant fame all over the world, and 
their fame led to new job offers and a new career. They were signed as 
spokespersons for Motorola cell phones in China and eventually 
became hosts of Motorola's online lip-sync contests. They also signed 
a contract with Sina.com, one of China's largest Internet portals. All 
this while still in college. After graduation in 2006, the two boys 
founded their own studio in Beijing, continuing to produce lip-sync 
videos and expanding their business to filmmaking. 

The story has been repeated elsewhere. Matt Harding quit his job 
as a video game developer in February 2003 and used his savings to 
travel around Asia because he "eventually realized there might be 
other stuff he was missing out on," according to his Web site, where- 
thehellismatt.com. During this trip, Harding made a video of his now 
world-famous dance in Hanoi, Vietnam, at the casual suggestion of a 
friend. Matt obliged and danced "the only dance he does" — and he 
does it badly. 

That video was put on the Internet and became a big hit in 2005. 
The popularity of the video led the company that makes Stride Gum 
to offer Harding the opportunity to travel and dance around the world. 
Harding accepted the offer and took six months to travel and dance in 
39 countries on all seven continents in 2006. The resulting three-and-a- 
half-minute video quickly became another hit. The video had been 
viewed more than 11 million times on YouTube as of September 2008. 
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The success led to many invitations from people around the 
world who wanted Harding to dance with them. So he made a pro- 
posal to Stride Gum, which agreed to sponsor another around-the- 
world dancing tour. The video of the second tour was posted on 
YouTube, and within three months it had received more than 10 mil- 
lion views. 

The Back Dorm Boys and Matt Harding are among the tens of 
millions of ordinary people who have turned the tables on the tradi- 
tional media. Or, in the words of writer and New York University jour- 
nalism professor Jay Rosen (2006), they are examples of "the people 
formerly known as the audience." Rosen writes the following in his 
award- winning blog, ThinkPress: 

Think of passengers on your ship who got a boat of their own. The writ- 
ing readers. The viewers who picked up a camera. The formerly atom- 
ized listeners who with modest effort can connect with each other and 
gain the means to speak — to the world, as it were. . . . The people for- 
merly known as the audience are those who were on the receiving end of 
a media system that ran one way, in a broadcasting pattern, with high 
entry fees and a few firms competing to speak very loudly while the rest 
of the population listened in isolation from one another — and who today 
are not in a situation like that at all. 

Theoretically, anyone can be a news reporter, a book author, a 
radio station host, a TV anchor, or an encyclopedia editor thanks to the 
wide reach of the Internet and the advent of new technologies and ser- 
vices that have made it much easier and affordable for ordinary people 
to create, post, and share texts, images, audio, and video. Some of the 
common new technologies include Weblogs (blogs); podcasting (from 
"iPod" and "broadcasting"); social networks such as MySpace and 
Facebook; Web forums; Wikipedia; and video-sharing sites such as 
YouTube. Ordinary people have taken advantage of these possibilities. 

According to a study by the New York-based global communica- 
tion agency Universal McCann (2008), there are more than 457 million 
active Internet users in the age bracket of 16 to 54, of which about 100 
million reside in the United States. Globally, 77 percent of them read 
blogs, and 45 percent of them have started writing blogs. In early 2008 
there were 42 million bloggers in China and 26.4 million in the United 
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States. More than 47 million Americans have uploaded photos for 
sharing, and 25.3 million Americans have uploaded videos for sharing 
as of early 2008. An estimated 394 million people have watched video 
clips posted on the Internet. YouTube recorded 2.5 billion video views 
in June 2006, and more than 65,000 videos are uploaded daily, accord- 
ing to a report by Reuters (2006). The top seven social networking Web 
sites had more than 580 million unique visitors in June 2008, accord- 
ing to a report by comScore (2008), a Virginia-based firm that studies 
the development of the digital world. The two most popular, MySpace 
and Facebook, had 117 million and 132 million unique visitors, respec- 
tively, in the same period (comScore, 2008). 

Challenges for Education 

What's described in these paragraphs is just the tip of the iceberg in 
terms of the massive changes technology has brought to our society. 
Some of these new phenomena are just beginning to take shape and 
some will be replaced by even newer technologies. I mention them to 
make one point: the virtual world is as real as the physical world, psy- 
chologically, economically, politically, and socially. What happens in 
the virtual world has a significant effect on the physical world. It is not 
an overstatement to say that many of us now live in both the physical 
world and the virtual world. It would be a mistake to think the virtual 
world is unreal or imaginary. It may not be tangible, but surely it is 
real in terms of its psychological consequences, economic effect, politi- 
cal costs and gains, and social connections. 

In some way, the virtual world is to me like the world outside my 
village was to my father when I was growing up. For a period of time, 
he lived in my village but left it every day. He was a noodle maker and 
needed to travel to different villages to sell his noodles. His visits to 
these villages affected other people's lives, but he did not interact with 
them fully. His visits certainly affected his life and our lives, yet he did 
not physically belong to those villages. This situation is no different 
from the lives of many people in modern-day America. Our well-being 
is affected not only by people we can see, feel, touch, or talk with phys- 
ically, but also by people and technology we interact with virtually. 
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Thus the virtual world can be viewed as a foreign culture we 
must interact with. This foreign culture, like any foreign culture, has 
some similarities with our own, because we are all human beings. 
However, it is sufficiently different that we cannot treat it as the same. 
We cannot assume that because we know how to function in our own 
culture, we will be able to function effectively in the foreign culture. 
This foreign culture is also a new one, one that has just come in touch 
with ours. We are not sure of its full effect on us yet. Is it good or bad, 
or, in most cases, does that really depend on how we deal with it? 

Businesses, governments, academics, and the media have all 
been working hard to interpret the implications and respond to the 
challenges of this new world. But the education sector has not. To 
be fair, many schools have actually embraced new technologies, and 
some might even argue they have embraced them too much. But they 
are simply treating new technologies as new tools to help conduct 
their business more effectively, without recognizing the transforma- 
tion technology has brought about. This is similar to a peasant in the 
early days of the Industrial Revolution who bought a steam engine to 
help improve his farming but failed to notice that a new society was 
emerging that would alter his or his children's life in an irreversible 
manner. A majority of our schools have done little more than offer 
courses on computer keyboarding and other simple computer skills, 
besides using the new technology to enhance the teaching of tradi- 
tional subjects. 

Schools may not be able to ignore the virtual world any longer 
because the challenges it presents are becoming increasingly real and 
the consequences increasingly serious. The challenges of the virtual 
world to education come primarily from a number of concerns for 
children's well-being. 

My first concern is whether our schools are teaching the skills 
and knowledge needed for our children to make a living in the vir- 
tual world, as Anshe Chung does. We may dismiss the importance of 
virtual property development, gold farming, or e-sports as a cottage 
industry, a fringe business, or an interesting but inconsequential phe- 
nomenon. However, this could change, and the change may come 
more quickly than we think. Consider a few simple facts: 
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• The first graphic Web browser, Mosaic, was released in 1993; 
but by 2008, just 15 years later, there were more than 1.4 billion Inter- 
net users (Internet World Stats, 2008). That is more than 21 percent of 
the world's population. 

• Google was founded in 1998, with $100,000. In less than six 
years, Google became a company worth $23 billion. More important, 
its search engine has become an essential tool for virtually every Inter- 
net user. It was handling 91 million searches a day in March 2006 (Sul- 
livan, 2006). 

• After less than four years, Facebook, a social network site 
founded by a Harvard student, had more than 132 million users a 
month and was worth about $8 billion (comScore, 2008). 

If the past is an indicator of the future, these examples tell us that 
we will see the virtual world becoming a significant source of jobs 
very soon. Workers are needed to continue to develop and improve 
metaverses such as Second Life; to defend our economy and country 
against cyber warriors, hackers, and thieves; to develop better video 
games; to manage huge databases; to deliver customer services; and to 
deal with the legal and ethical issues brought about by the virtual 
world. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment in the 
category of "Computer Scientists and Database Administrators," an 
umbrella name for a variety of IT-related professions, is "projected to 
be one of the fastest-growing occupations over the next decade," with 
an increase of 37 percent between 2006 and 2016 (Bureau of Labor Sta- 
tistics, 2007b). Artists, especially those who work in the digital domain, 
are expected to be in high demand. "Multi-media artists and anima- 
tors should have better job opportunities than other artists" (Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2007a). In addition, "graphic designers with Web 
site design and animation experience will especially be needed as 
demand increases for design projects for interactive media — Web sites, 
video games, cellular telephones, personal digital assistants, and other 
technology" (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2007c). Video game develop- 
ers, professional video game players, virtual property developers, and 
many emerging professions are not yet on the list of occupations put 
out by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Our schools have been teaching the skills and knowledge needed 
for an industrial economy, preparing our children to work only in the 
physical world. The challenge our schools must face is to begin teach- 
ing the skills and knowledge needed for the virtual economy. Certainly 
the skills and knowledge suitable for the industrial economy may 
also work well in the virtual world. However, the virtual world also 
requires different skills and knowledge, as discussed in Chapter 7. 

My second concern is whether our schools are preparing our 
children to live in the virtual world as competent citizens. The virtual 
world has already become an influential platform for national and 
local politics. Ordinary citizens and organizations, as well as political 
leaders, have been using the virtual world to make their views known 
to others in the hope of influencing important decisions. YouTube, for 
example, was used to collect questions from American citizens for the 
CNN/ YouTube debates between the candidates during the 2008 
presidential primaries. A report titled The Internet and the 2008 Election, 
from the Pew Internet and American Life Project, includes the follow- 
ing statistics: 

• Fully 46 percent of all Americans used the Internet to get news 
about the campaigns, share their views, and mobilize others. 

• Thirty-five percent of Americans watched online videos related 
to the campaign, and 10 percent used social networking sites to engage 
in political activity. 

• Seventy-four percent of wired Obama supporters got political 
news and information online, compared with 57 percent of online Clin- 
ton supporters. 

• Thirty-nine percent of online Americans used the Internet to 
gain access to primary political documents and observe campaign 
events. (Smith & Rainie, 2008) 

The virtual world, as the examples in this chapter illustrate, has 
also become a major platform for socializing, shopping, education, 
and entertainment. For example, Online Dating Magazine (2008) esti- 
mated that more than 20 million people visited at least one online dat- 
ing service a month in 2007, and the estimated revenue for online 
dating services could reach $642 million in 2008. In terms of shopping, 
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a report by an independent research firm suggested that online retail 
sales would reach $33 billion in the 2007 holiday season and more 
than 30 percent of customers would shop online (Forrester, 2007). In 
education, a report of the Sloan Consortium, a consortium of online 
educational institutions, found that more than 3.5 million or nearly 
20 percent of students were enrolled in at least one online course in 
U.S. higher education institutions in the fall semester of 2006 (Allen 
& Seaman, 2007). 

Despite all the activities that take place in the virtual world today, 
we can expect that the scale will only get larger and affect even more 
people. Despite all its wonderful benefits and some similarities with 
the physical world, the virtual world is a new world. The rules of 
engagement, the indicators of danger and abuse, the tools we use to 
participate, and the consequences of our actions are different from 
those in the physical world. To safely and successfully live in the vir- 
tual world requires new skills and knowledge. Our children, in spite 
of the "digital native" label attached to them, are not necessarily 
knowledgeable enough to fully participate in the virtual world. Yet 
most of our schools do not teach them the skills and knowledge 
required for safe and successful living in this new world. 
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What Knowledge Is of Most Worth 
in the Global and Digital Economy? 



In a 21st-century world where jobs can be shipped 
wherever there's an Internet connection, where a child 
born in Dallas is now competing with a child in New 
Delhi, where your best job qualification is not what you 
do, but what you know — education is no longer just a 
pathway to opportunity and success, it's a prerequisite for 
success. 

— Barack Obama, 2009 

We need to move into niche areas where they will not be 
able to completely replace us for quite some time. 

—Lee Kuan Yew, 2007 

At many highway exits leading to major cities in China, one can spot 
groups of individuals holding cardboard signs with two Chinese 
characters, dai lu, which literally means "road guide." As soon as a 
vehicle approaches, they quickly swarm around it and tell the driver 
how much the city has changed, how complex the roads are in the city, 
and then offer to guide him to wherever he wants to go, for a small 
fee. They are professional road guides — basically, local residents with 
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knowledge of the city who have decided to make a living by helping 
drivers navigate through it. 

With increased ownership of cars and newly built highways in 
China, many Chinese have begun to experience the joy of driving. As 
a result, there is a surge in the number of new drivers traveling to dif- 
ferent cities in their own cars. Increased economic activity has also 
increased the volume of truck transportation in the country. At the 
same time, almost all cities in China have been going through a con- 
struction boom, resulting in dramatic changes in roads and streets. 
Many cities change so quickly that they are unable to update their 
maps or put up road signs fast enough to guide out-of-town drivers. 
Additionally, as many cities in China are adapting to an automobile 
culture, they enact strict traffic laws, which are even more strictly 
enforced. Afraid of getting lost or violating traffic laws, many out-of- 
town drivers appreciate the service of these "road guides." 

The road guides are controversial in China. They are certainly a 
traffic hazard and can pose potential dangers to drivers because they 
are not regulated or screened. There is also no standard rate for the 
fees they charge, which basically end up being whatever is agreed 
upon between the guide and the driver. Thus in some cities they are 
more welcome than in others, where their profession is considered 
illegal. However they are viewed, these road guides have found eco- 
nomic value in their knowledge of their city. 

Although technology has increased the economic value of knowl- 
edge of a city in China, it is threatening the economic value of the 
same knowledge in London, where black cabs have earned a world- 
renowned reputation. For more than a century, the black cabs have 
offered professional, safe, and efficient transportation services in Lon- 
don. But what has truly made the black cabs famous is the cab drivers' 
knowledge of the city. 

In perhaps the most strictly regulated taxi service in the world, 
licensed taxi drivers must pass a rigorous exam that is simply called 
"the knowledge." Aspiring drivers must study 320 routes and pub- 
lic buildings, parks, theaters, restaurants, and hotels. According to a 
report from the Transport Committee of the London Assembly (2005), 
it takes an average of three years to complete the exam. As a result, 
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every licensed taxi driver in London has a complete mental map of the 
city. In fact, the London taxi drivers' mastery of the topography and 
traffic of the city is so amazing that some have concluded that the driv- 
ers' brains may be different from other people's. This suspicion was 
confirmed by a number of scientific studies. For example, the BBC 
reported in 2008 that "scientists have uncovered evidence for an inbuilt 
'sat-nav' system in the brains of London taxi drivers" (Mitchell, 2008). 
An earlier study using brain scans found that they have "a larger hip- 
pocampus compared with other people. This is a part of the brain asso- 
ciated with navigation in birds and animals" (BBC, 2000). 

This hard-to-acquire knowledge has made driving a London 
black cab a very special and exclusive trade, guaranteeing a respected 
lifelong career for those who possess it. But in recent years, the advent 
of global positioning systems (GPS) or satellite navigation systems 
(commonly known as sat-nav in the United Kingdom) has begun to 
challenge its worth. In 2007, the BBC pitted the new technology against 
a taxi driver in a real-life race. Acting on behalf of technology, BBC 
reporter Spencer Kelly used the latest sat-nav device to guide his driv- 
ing, and cabbie Andy navigated using only his own brain. The race 
route included traveling through "extremely busy parts of London." 
And the result? The cab driver beat the sat-nav device by 27 minutes 
(Kelly, 2007). 

The victory of cabbie Andy in this race does not guarantee the 
future of "the knowledge." There is no question that the technology 
will get better, and even if it didn't, knowledge that can be acquired 
instantly for a few hundred dollars is perhaps preferable to knowl- 
edge that takes three years to acquire, even though it is not as efficient. 
In fact, the London Transport Committee's report has already recom- 
mended reconsidering "the knowledge" in light of the development of 
sat-nav, although it still considers "the knowledge" necessary. 

These two stories illustrate one obvious truth: useful knowledge 
changes as societies change. What used to be valuable can become irrel- 
evant today. What is considered necessary in one society may be useless 
in another. At one time, physical strength may have been the greatest 
asset for an individual. Knowledge of domesticating and taking care of 
water buffalos may be essential for a rice farming community, but it is 
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useless in a nomadic one. At one time, the ability to learn Latin or Greek 
was viewed as necessary for the nobility in England, but it has become 
much less important today. The invention and spread of the printing 
press made literacy a necessary skill for anyone who wanted to live suc- 
cessfully in the modern world. The ability to use the Internet was not 
even heard of 20 years ago, but today it is considered an essential skill 
for most people. 

The massive changes brought about by globalization and tech- 
nology discussed in Chapters 5 and 6 undoubtedly render some knowl- 
edge, skills, and talents less valuable while increasing the value of 
others. As a summary of the discussions in the previous two chapters, 
I use eBay to illustrate the potential effects of globalization and tech- 
nology on the value of knowledge, skills, and talents. 

Garage Sales and eBay: How Globalization and 
Technology Redefine the Value of Knowledge 

Garage sales and eBay serve basically the same function: a platform to 
turn one person's trash into another's treasure, or to turn something of 
little or no value into something valuable. But they have one funda- 
mental difference: eBay is global and garage sales are local. This differ- 
ence means that with eBay you have more people working at making 
the connection between trash and treasure. Consequently, eBay is a 
much more effective platform for the trash owner and the treasure 
seeker to realize their goals. 

You may be able to sell used books, clothes, cooking pots, golf 
clubs, or old bicycles in your front yard, but what about your used 
dentures or wisdom teeth? That can be tough, right? But people sold 
these items on eBay, according to an ABC News report (Wolf, 2002). 
You may be able to buy a deck of cards, a painting, or a pair of shoes 
at a bargain price at your neighbor's garage sale, but what if you want 
to buy a ghost, some "genuine" dinosaur poop, or two "rare" mutant 
M&M's joined like Siamese twins? I doubt these items appear very 
often in your neighborhood, but you can find them on eBay (Walker, 
2003; Wolf, 2002). 
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The magic of eBay lies in its capacity to reduce the distance 
between trash owners and treasure hunters, resulting in a market vis- 
ited by a large number of people from very distant places. This capacity 
does three things. First, it enlarges the number of prospective and real 
buyers, and thus one can sell to more people. However, by the same 
token, it enlarges the number of items for sale, and thus one can com- 
pare prices for the same objects. Second, it significantly increases the 
probability of turning one person's trash into another's treasure because 
the fundamental difference between trash and treasure is a difference in 
need and taste. People who visit garage sales are often from the same 
community (it's rare to see people driving more than 50 miles to go to 
garage sales), which means they are more likely to have the same needs 
and share similar tastes than people who live in another state or coun- 
try. In other words, it is more likely that the people who can physically 
visit your garage sale have the same junk you do, and that makes it dif- 
ficult to sell to them. Third, a large group of people increases the likeli- 
hood of finding those with unique or weird tastes or needs. 

Madonna and Soccer: More Customers, More Value 

Applying the eBay example to human talent, we find that globaliza- 
tion — the death of distance — has done exactly the same thing. First, it 
has enlarged the market for certain talents and increased the value of 
some previously "worthless" talents because they did not have many 
customers in one local community. Take Madonna, Miley Cyrus, and 
other contemporary singers as an example. If they lived in a time with- 
out modern recording or broadcasting technologies that enable their 
performances to reach a large audience, their singing talent would at 
best be rewarded with some applause and perhaps a few free beers in 
the village bar (if there was one) instead of the millions of dollars they 
make today. The same goes for Yao Ming, the Chinese basketball player 
who has a $75 million contract with the Houston Rockets. I don't know 
what his 7-foot-6-inch body would get him if there were no television 
screens allowing a large number of people to watch 10 people fighting 
over a ball. Granted, music and sports have existed throughout human 
history; but until mass communication technologies made it possible 
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to bring them to many people across huge geographical areas, it was 
difficult for many people to make a living in these fields — at least not 
as good a living as today. 

Soccer is a telling example. A century ago, it would have been hard 
to believe that the ability to kick a ball would become a multibillion- 
dollar business. Today, soccer is played by more than 17 million peo- 
ple in the United States, and the World Cup tournament in 2006 
raised several billion dollars. The reason: technology erases geograph- 
ical distances and brings millions of people together. Of course, it took 
about 80 years to get to this point. The first FIFA soccer World Cup was 
held in 1930 in Uruguay, with only 13 nations participating in the 
event. Many countries did not participate because to do so would 
require a long and costly trip across the oceans. The final game was 
watched by 93,000 people in Montevideo, Uruguay. In 2006, the World 
Cup was hosted in Germany, and a total of 198 nations worldwide 
attempted to qualify for the tournament. Germany experienced eco- 
nomic growth of 0.3 percent and had an additional 2 million visitors 
from abroad as a result of hosting the event. Retail sales increased by 
2 billion euros, with overnight stays rising by 31 percent (Hweshe, 
2008). For the 2006 tournament, FIFA raised 1.9 billion euros in mar- 
keting revenue and 700 million euros from sponsorship (Telegraph, 
2006). The 2006 World Cup had a cumulative TV audience of 26.29 bil- 
lion, and the final match was watched by a global cumulative audi- 
ence of 715.1 million viewers (FIFA, 2007). 

An expanded market also means more value for the same prod- 
ucts. An invention that used to be consumed in one country can now 
be sold globally. Moviegoers in foreign countries now contribute more 
to Hollywood products than their U.S. counterparts. For example, the 
gross earnings of the all-time number-one box-office hit Titanic were 
$600,779,824 in the United States, only half of what it earned outside 
the country. For another hit, The Lord of the Rings: Return of the King, 
non-U.S. markets earned almost twice as much as the U.S. market 
($742,083,616 versus $377,027,325). J. K. Rowling's Harry Potter series 
has been translated into 67 languages and sold more than 400 million 
copies worldwide since the publication of the first book in 1997. The 
final book in the series, Harry Potter and the Deathly Halloivs, was 
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released simultaneously worldwide in July 2007. Its first U.S. edi- 
tion had a print run of 12 million copies, and its Japanese edition had 
a first print run of 2 million copies (Dammann, 2008). These astonish- 
ing figures would have been impossible to reach when the world was 
more separated. 

Programmers and Toy Makers: Price Matters 

But eBay also has expanded the pool of sellers. When two objects of 
the same quality are offered on eBay the one with the lower price sells 
faster. Or in cases when there are hundreds of the same object, the 
lower-priced ones sell and the higher-priced ones may not sell at all. 
This situation is what has happened in the market for global talent. As 
discussed in Chapter 5, when India can provide computer program- 
mers who are as good as those in the United States but cost only a 
fraction as much to employ, programming jobs are sent to India. The 
same is true for low-skill jobs in the toy and other labor-intensive 
industries. When millions of Chinese who are willing to work for one 
tenth of what an American worker earns for the same job become 
available on the global market, China becomes the world's factory. 

When the job market is global, employers can theoretically find 
the talent they need anywhere, by either moving their businesses where 
the talent is found and outsourcing to operations that have the talent or 
directly moving the talent to wherever they need it. In a strictly busi- 
ness sense, businesses use two criteria to decide whom to employ: costs 
and quality, all other things being equal. To maximize profit, all busi- 
nesses would like to pay as little as possible for their workforce pro- 
vided that the workforce has adequate knowledge and skills for the 
tasks. Thus the first thing that matters on the global job market is cost 
or salaries and benefits from the employees' perspective. 

Cheap labor is responsible for many of the job losses and factory 
closures mentioned in Chapter 5. Although many business leaders rou- 
tinely use the lack of qualified workers in the United States as a reason 
to justify their outsourcing efforts and as evidence of the "poor qual- 
ity" of American schools, the real reason is cost. The auto industry is a 
good example. While General Motors and Ford are closing factories 
and exporting jobs to foreign countries, Toyota has been expanding its 
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operations in the United States, adding many more plants (Ohnsman, 
2005) and tech centers (Krisher, 2008). How could Toyota find enough 
qualified workers in the United States if the assertion of poor-quality 
schools were true? Another example is the toy industry. According to a 
recent New York Times article, some of the best-known European toy 
makers such as Playmobil of Germany and Lego of Denmark resisted 
the pressure to move to China because "it is clear that Europeans trust 
Chinese contractors less than their own employees." They believe that 
"outstanding quality can only be reached when production is carried 
out under one's own eyes, by people who have developed brand 
awareness over a long time, and learned to produce the highest qual- 
ity" (Landler & Ekman, 2007). They cannot find employees of the same 
quality at lower cost in China, so they kept their jobs at home. 

Japanese Toilet Cleaners and American English Teachers: 
Unique Talents 

The ability to speak English is nothing special in most American com- 
munities, so in most cases it is difficult to turn it into a valuable com- 
modity. But if you travel to Japan, Korea, or China, you can turn this 
ability into a commodity by being an English teacher. This illustrates 
the second aspect of the eBay phenomenon. When distances disap- 
pear, people from traditionally isolated communities can benefit by 
offering what may be common and ordinary in their own communi- 
ties but is of value in others. 

Just as different geographical locations are better suited for cul- 
tivating different agricultural products, so have different communi- 
ties developed specialties in human talents. China, for example, has 
exported many Ping-Pong coaches and players to other countries. Ire- 
land used to export Catholic priests around the world. And recently 
Kyodo News International (2006) reported that Singapore imported 
Japanese toilet cleaners to help train Singaporean toilet cleaners. 

The Long Tail Phenomenon: 
Nothing Is Too Strange to Be Useful 

The other thing eBay illustrates is the "long tail" phenomenon explored 
by Chris Anderson (2006) in his New York Times bestseller, The Long 
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Tail: Why the Future of Business Is Selling Less of More. Traditional stores 
such as Wal-Mart, Best Buy, or Barnes & Noble have to consider care- 
fully what items to put on the shelf based on their potential appeal to 
local customers. Movie theaters, radio stations, and video rental stores 
also have to play to their local customer base. These businesses count 
on "hits" — items that appeal to a large group of local customers. As a 
result, only a limited number of products make it to the market. But 
online stores like Amazon, NetFlix, and Rhapsody do not have to fol- 
low this approach. They are able to benefit from selling "misses" — 
items that may appeal to only a small number of people. Given the 
large number of people they can reach globally, they can always find 
somebody who is interested in something, however odd it may be. 
This phenomenon has been proven true by a number of online busi- 
nesses. Anderson (2004) illustrates the long tail phenomenon with the 
example of Rhapsody, a subscription-based online music service that 
offers millions of songs: 

Chart Rhapsody's monthly statistics and you get a "power law" demand 
curve that looks much like any record store's. . . . But a really interesting 
thing happens once you dig below the top 40,000 tracks. . . . Here, the 
Wal-Marts of the world go to zero — either they don't carry any more 
CDs, or the few potential local takers for such fringy fare never find it 
or never even enter the store. The Rhapsody demand, however, keeps 
going. Not only is every one of Rhapsody's top 100,000 tracks streamed 
at least once each month, the same is true for its top 200,000, top 300,000, 
and top 400,000. As fast as Rhapsody adds tracks to its library, those 
songs find an audience, even if it's just a few people a month, some- 
where in the country. This is the Long Tail. 

The same thing can happen and has happened in the realm of 
human talent. Certain talents or skills may be needed by only a few 
people. Constrained by geographical distances, there may not be 
enough of those "few people" in one location to make the talent or 
skill a viable business, or there may not be anyone in a local commu- 
nity who needs the available talent or skill. Thus these rare talents are 
in essence "useless." However, when made available on a global scale, 
the number of people who may need or appreciate this unique talent 
or skill can become large enough to make it economically viable. Take 
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the Matt Harding dancing described in Chapter 6 as an example. The 
majority of people may find the dancing simply silly. But enough peo- 
ple found it interesting and Stride Gum found it so valuable that it 
sponsored his efforts to do more of his "silly dance" around the globe. 
The same can be said of the Chinese Back Dorm Boys and Anshe 
Chung, also described in Chapter 6. 

Digital Cameras Versus Cardboard Signs: 
New Skills in the Digital Age 

Plenty of tips are available for successful garage sales and sales on 
eBay. A review of these tips suggests that success with eBay requires a 
different set of skills and knowledge than what is required for a suc- 
cessful garage sale. For example, Mark Styranka, owner of Bargain 
Deals (http://bargaindealsmart.com), a Web site that provides tips 
for stay-at-home businesses, suggests 10 "simple steps" for effective 
eBay sales: (1) post a low opening bid; (2) provide accurate shipping 
and handling costs; (3) offer a simple payment method such as Paypal; 
(4) use keywords in the title; (5) write a concise item description; 
(6) use clear photos; (7) provide solid customer communication via 
e-mail; (8) offer free shipping materials; (9) advertise your expertise; 
and (10) sell for a cause. Compare these to a list of tips for successful 
garage sales offered on frugalvillage.com, a Web site that offers tips for 
"frugal living": (1) choose a day and time to start your garage sale; 
(2) choose what you want to sell; (3) display your items properly; 
(4) advertise your sale (5) have lots of change and don't accept any 
checks; (6) be sure to have an electrical source; (7) be prepared to hag- 
gle, so set your prices accordingly; (8) plan some activities such as 
playing background music; (9) consider selling some refreshments; 
(10) be sure to have a notice that all sales are final; and (11) do not have 
your pet with you during your sale. The differences are quite obvious. 
Effective sales on eBay require more skills and knowledge that sup- 
port activities in the virtual world, and successful garage sales require 
skills that are associated more with interactions in the physical world. 

Although eBay has not replaced all garage sales or rendered skills 
for running successful garage sales obsolete, technology has signifi- 
cantly reduced the number of jobs in certain sectors. In fact, "during 
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the seven-year period 1995 to 2002, 22 million global factory jobs dis- 
appeared — not due to offshoring but due to increased productivity" 
(Collins & Ryan, 2007). 

Powersellers and the Rise of Self-Employment: 
The Changing Landscape of Jobs 

Technology, like globalization, also creates new jobs. For example, 
eBay has led to the emergence of professional sellers — that is, people 
who make a living by selling on eBay. Often these are "powersellers," 
a label eBay gives to those who maintain certain levels of sales during 
a certain period of time and have sustained positive feedback from 
customers. There is even a trade association reserved only for power- 
sellers on eBay: the Professional eBay Sellers Alliance (PeSA), founded 
in 2003. According to the organization's Web site, PeSA members "sell 
over $400 million each year on eBay" (PeSA, 2008). A Forbes magazine 
article reports that "more than 724,000 Americans say eBay is their 
primary or secondary source of income. Millions more sell stuff there 
from time to time" (Crane, 2006). 

What eBay and other technologies have enabled is the growth of 
individual entrepreneurs who may not work for a big corporation 
because they now have direct access to their end clients. Writers do 
not necessarily have to use a publisher to sell their books. Musicians 
do not have to have a record company. Independent photographers 
(including amateurs) can sell their photos on Flickr.com. Web design- 
ers can independently sell their services online. The result has been 
a sharp rise in self-employment in the United States and other devel- 
oped nations. The U.S. Census Bureau (2007) reported that every 
day an average of more than 2,000 people went into business for 
themselves in 2005, when individual businesses (without a payroll) 
reached more than 20 million, making up about 78 percent of all firms 
in the United States. These self-employment or nonemployer busi- 
nesses had receipts of $951 billion in 2005. The fastest-growing indus- 
tries are Web search portals, Internet service providers, nail salons, 
electronic shopping and mail-order houses, recreational vehicle 
dealers, and landscaping services. Notice that technology-related 
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industries — Web portals, Internet service providers, and electronic 
shopping — account for three out of six of the categories of fastest- 
growing industries. 

Starting up and running one's own business requires a different 
set of skills and knowledge than those needed to be an employee of a 
large corporation. What helps one succeed as an independent entre- 
preneur is certainly different from what makes one succeed in climb- 
ing up corporate ladders or working on an assembly line. Skills and 
knowledge that help people successfully operate their own businesses 
are gaining value. 

eBay-Certified Consultants: New Professions 

If you are new to eBay and want to quickly sell your junk but are not 
sure what to do, hire an "eBay-certified consultant." In 2004, eBay 
began to certify independent individuals who offer advice to eBay 
buyers and sellers. An examination is required for obtaining the certi- 
fication to ensure that the certified consultant understands all the fea- 
tures of eBay. In addition to certified consultants, eBay offers a program 
to certify "eBay education specialists" who can train eBay users. 

Technology, while reducing the number of certain types of jobs, 
creates new jobs and thus increases the value of certain kinds of 
knowledge. Like eBay's creation of certified consultants as a profes- 
sion, the advent of Web search engines has created a new profession 
called "search engine optimization consultants" — people who spe- 
cialize in helping businesses or individuals attract more visits to their 
Web sites. Second Life has led to the growth of individuals and com- 
panies who design virtual objects for others. Globalization has simi- 
larly stimulated the growth of demand for certain types of knowledge 
and talents. For example, translators and interpreters — specialists 
who can bridge language and cultural gaps — are in high demand. The 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2007d) has projected that employment of 
interpreters and translators will grow 24 percent between 2006 and 
2016, "much faster than the average for all occupations," as a result of 
increased immigration, national security concerns, and broadening 
international ties. 
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What Knowledge Is of Most Worth? 
Defining Valuable Knowledge for the Future 

In July 1859, the British philosopher Herbert Spencer published an 
essay titled "What Knowledge Is of Most Worth?" in the Westminster 
Review. In this essay Spencer set out to "determine the relative value 
of knowledge" so as to determine "the great thing which education 
has to teach" (1911). At the time, the world was going through sig- 
nificant transformations brought about by advances in science and 
technology. In his home country, industrialization was transforming 
England from a rural society into an urban society. Steam-driven 
machines not only revolutionized the production of cotton and wool, 
but also shortened the distances in England through expanded net- 
works of canals and railways. While the society was entering an indus- 
trial age, most of the schools at that time were in poor condition and 
were teaching subjects of no practical use, according to Spencer. He 
used many examples to show that subjects such as Latin and Greek 
were prized at the expense of more useful ones. Students were drilled 
in these subjects only to show that they had received the education of 
a gentleman — a badge indicating a certain social position that com- 
manded respect. But what was of most worth was science, according 
to Spencer. 

We are in the midst of another revolution that at least rivals the 
Industrial Revolution. This revolution, as already discussed, is signifi- 
cantly changing our society and thus the value of knowledge and tal- 
ents. We must then ask the same question: What should schools teach 
in order to prepare our children for the global and digital economy? 

And indeed, this question has been asked and answers have been 
offered by many organizations and individuals. In the next sections I 
summarize some of the more influential efforts to define worthwhile 
knowledge in the new economy. 

21st Century Skills 

The phrase "21st century skills" has become popular. Policymakers 
and education leaders all like to talk about "21st century skills" for a 
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21st century society shaped by globalization and technology. A few 
organizations have developed frameworks to describe the details of 
what they view as essential skills for successful living in the 21st cen- 
tury. The most widely disseminated framework is from the Partner- 
ship for 21st Century Skills, an organization founded in 2002 with 
members from national education organizations, major businesses, 
and education institutions. The organization believes that "every child 
in America needs 21st century knowledge and skills to succeed as 
effective citizens, workers and leaders in the 21st century" (Partner- 
ship for 21st Century Skills, 2008). According to its framework (Part- 
nership for 21st Century Skills, 2007), "the skills, knowledge and 
expertise students should master to succeed in work and life in the 
21st century" are the following: 

• Core Subjects (English, reading or language arts, world lan- 
guages, arts, mathematics, economics, science, geography, history, 
government and civics) and 21st Century Themes (global awareness; 
financial, economic, business and entrepreneurial literacy; civic liter- 
acy; health literacy) 

• Learning and Innovation Skills (creativity and innovation skills, 
critical-thinking and problem-solving skills, communication and col- 
laboration skills) 

• Information, Media, and Technology Skills (information liter- 
acy, media literacy, ICT [information and communication technology] 
literacy) 

• Life and Career Skills (flexibility and adaptability, initiative 
and self-direction, social and cross-cultural skills, productivity and 
accountability, leadership and responsibility) 

A similar framework was developed by the Metiri Group, a con- 
sulting firm based in California, for the North Central Regional Edu- 
cation Lab in 2003. This framework, as its title, enGauge 21st Century 
Skills: Literacy in the Digital Age, suggests, is more oriented to a future 
that is altered by technology. According to the authors, the framework 
was based on two years of research and "represents] the fresh, serious, 
new perspective required in light of recent historical events, global- 
ization, and the idiosyncrasies of the Digital Age" (Lemke, Coughlin, 
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Thadani, & Martin, 2003, p. 9). In this framework, the skills needed for 
the 21st century are the following: 

• Digital-Age Literacy (basic scientific, economic, and technological 
literacies; visual and information literacies; multicultural literacy and 
global awareness) 

'Inventive Thinking (adaptability /managing complexity; self- 
direction, curiosity, creativity, and risk taking; higher-order thinking and 
sound reasoning) 

• Effective Communication (teaming, collaboration, and inter- 
personal skills; personal, social, and civic responsibility; interactive 
communication) 

• High Productivity & Quality, State-of-the-Art Results (ability to 
prioritize, plan, and manage for results; effective use of real-world 
tools; the ability to create relevant, high-quality products) (Lemke et al., 
2003, p. 9) 

The authors suggest that these skills should be "considered 
within the context of rigorous academic standards" (p. 9). Two differ- 
ent diagrams have been used to represent this framework, one with 
academic achievement surrounding the skills (Metiri Group, 2003) 
and the other with academic achievement sitting at the center, connect- 
ing the skills (Metiri Group, 2008). Both, I imagine, are intended to 
communicate the sense that academic achievement is the context in 
which the 21st century skills can be developed, although there was 
no specific discussion about what constitutes academic achievement. 

The European Effort 

The United States is not the only country that has realized the need to 
rethink what future citizens will need to know. The European Union 
has engaged in similar efforts, although the phrase "21st century 
skills" is not used. The European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union, the highest-level governing bodies of the European 
Union, have worked to "identify and define the key competences nec- 
essary for personal fulfillment, active citizenship, social cohesion and 
employability in a knowledge society." (The European documents 
refer to competences rather than competencies.) Their efforts resulted in 
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eight key competences that all European citizens are believed to need 
in order to "adapt flexibly to a rapidly changing and highly intercon- 
nected world" (Recommendation of the European Parliament and 
of the Council of the European Union, 2006, p. 13). Competences are 
"a combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes appropriate to the 
context" (p. 13). The eight key competences are the following: 

1. Communication in the mother tongue 

2. Communication in foreign languages 

3. Mathematical competence and basic competences in science 
and technology 

4. Digital competence 

5. Learning to learn 

6. Social and civic competences 

7. Sense of initiative and entrepreneurship 

8. Cultural awareness and expression 

All eight key competences are equally important, "because each 
of them can contribute to a successful life in a knowledge society" 
(p. 13). In addition, "critical thinking, creativity, initiative, problem 
solving, risk assessment, decision taking, and constructive manage- 
ment of feelings" (p. 14) are considered important across all eight key 
competences. 

A Whole New Mind: R-Directed Skills 

Although not specifically developed for schools, the American writer 
Daniel Pink's book A Whole New Mind: Moving from the Information 
Age to the Conceptual Age (2005a) is extremely relevant and has been 
embraced by many educators. Pink puts skills in two different catego- 
ries: L-directed thinking and R-directed thinking. The L-directed (left 
brain-directed) thinking skills are sequential, literal, functional, textual, 
and analytic — typically functions believed to be performed by the left 
hemisphere of the human brain. The R-directed (right brain-directed) 
thinking skills are characterized as simultaneous, metaphorical, aes- 
thetic, contextual, and synthetic — typically functions assigned to the 
right hemisphere of the brain. In terms more familiar to educators, 
Pink's L-directed skills are similar to the linguistic and logic intelli- 
gences within Howard Gardner's multiple intelligences framework; 
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or, in terms of school subjects, are associated with math, language arts, 
and science. Some of his R-directed skills are the other talents pro- 
posed by Gardner: kinesthetic, musical, visual /spatial, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal intelligences. 

Pink suggests that we have entered a new age in which re- 
directed thinking skills are becoming more important than L-directed 
thinking skills because of the three As: Asia, automation, and abun- 
dance. "Asia" is shorthand for outsourcing or off shoring. As a result of 
globalization, Asia has become the destination of outsourcing. Many 
jobs that require L-directed skills have been outsourced to Asia. Tech- 
nological advancement has led to the automation or computerization 
of many jobs that require the L-directed thinking skills as well. And 
abundance, the result of general economic development in the devel- 
oped nations, has led people to desire more "conceptual" products 
and services that are beyond simply functional. To illustrate the influ- 
ence of globalization, technology, and economic development on what 
is needed in the new age, Pink suggests that all individuals and orga- 
nizations ask the following three questions to determine if they can 
survive in the new age: 

1. Can someone overseas do it cheaper? 

2. Can a computer do it faster? 

3. Is what I am offering in demand in an age of abundance? 

"If your answer to question 1 or 2 is yes, or if your answer to question 
3 is no, you are in deep trouble," says Pink, because "[m]ere survival 
today depends on being able to do something that overseas knowl- 
edge workers cannot do cheaper, that powerful computers can't do 
faster, and that satisfies the nonmaterial, transcendent desires of an 
abundant age" (2005a, p. 51). And the ability to do something that can- 
not be outsourced or computerized or satisfies the desires of the abun- 
dant age, according to Pink, is the capability of the right brain. 

From the capabilities of the right brain, Pink distills six new essen- 
tial "high-concept, high-touch senses." They are (1) design, the ability 
to "create something physically beautiful and emotionally transcen- 
dent"; (2) story, the ability to "fashion a compelling narrative"; (3) sym- 
phony, the ability to see "the big picture and be able to combine 
disparate pieces into an arresting new whole"; (4) empathy, the ability 
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to "understand what makes their fellow woman or man tick, to forge 
relationships, and to care for others"; (5) play, the ability to laugh and 
bring laughter to others; and (6) meaning, the ability to "pursue more 
significant desires: purpose, transcendence, and spiritual fulfillment" 
(pp. 65-67). 

Although Pink does not explicitly discount the value of the L- 
directed thinking skills in his book, his belief that the R-directed skills 
are becoming much more important is apparent in many statements in 
the book, such as the following: 

Today, the defining skills of the previous era — the "left brain" capabili- 
ties that powered the Information Age — are necessary but no longer suf- 
ficient. And the capabilities we once disdained or thought frivolous — the 
"right brain" qualities of inventiveness, empathy, joyfulness, and mean- 
ing — increasingly will determine who flourishes and who flounders. 
(2005a, p. 3) 

Core Assumptions 

Taken together, these proposals present a fairly promising picture of 
the knowledge and skills needed to live successfully in the global and 
digital economy. The proposed valuable knowledge and skills are 
indeed desirable responses to the challenges posed by globalization 
and technology, as illustrated by the eBay example and discussed in 
Chapters 5 and 6. Underlying these proposals is the recognition of a 
number of core assumptions, which can be used to guide our decision 
about what schools should teach. 

Assumption #1: We must cultivate skills and knowledge that are 
not available at a cheaper price in other countries or that cannot be 
rendered useless by machines. This is mainly Pink's argument but is 
shared by others such as the New Commission on Skills of the Amer- 
ican Workforce and Harvard economists Claudia Goldin and Law- 
rence F. Katz, both professors of economics at Harvard University. 
In The Race Between Education and Technology, they write: 

Today, skills, no matter how complex, that can be exported through out- 
sourcing or offshoring are vulnerable. Even some highly skilled jobs 
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that can be outsourced, such as reading radiographs, may be in danger 
of having stable or declining demand. Skills for which a computer pro- 
gram can substitute are also in danger. But skills for non-routine 
employments and jobs with in-person skills are less susceptible. (Goldin 
& Katz, 2008, p. 352) 

Assumption #2: Creativity, interpreted as both ability and passion 
to make new things and adapt to new situations, is essential. All the 
proposals discussed include creativity as a must for successful living 
in the new age. "Human creativity is the ultimate source of economic 
resource," writes economist Richard Florida (2002, p. xiii). "The ability 
to come up with new ideas and better ways of doing things is ulti- 
mately what raises productivity and thus living standards." 

Assumption #3: New skills and knowledge are needed for living 
in the global world and the virtual world. All the proposals discussed 
(except Pink's) include global competencies such as foreign languages, 
global awareness, and multicultural literacy as essential skills and 
knowledge to cope with the global world and digital or technology 
literacy for the virtual world. 

Assumption #4: Cognitive skills such as problem solving and criti- 
cal thinking are more important than memorization of knowledge. 
Although the two American proposals organized around 21st century 
skills include academic content knowledge in core subjects, what is 
common across all is an emphasis on high-level cognitive skills. 

Assumption #5: Emotional intelligence — the ability and capacity 
to understand and manage emotions of self and others — is important. 
These proposals all include, to varying degrees, the ability to interact 
with others, understand others, communicate with others, and man- 
age one's own feelings. 

Not Everyone Is a Michael Phelps: 
The Issue of Feasibility 

Together these proposals include a broad range of skills and talents that 
are indeed necessary or essential for living in an age transformed by 
globalization and technology. Even Pink, although heavily promoting 
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the R-directed skills, does not want to throw out the L-directed skills. 
But is it truly possible for every student to develop all these skills and 
acquire the necessary knowledge? I raise this question not only because 
each individual has only a limited amount of time to devote to full-time 
studying before entering the "real world," but also because of the vast 
individual differences among human beings due to both nature and 
nurture. 

We are not born a "blank slate" waiting to be scripted, as the MIT 
cognitive scientist Steven Pinker convincingly argues in his 2003 book, 
The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature. Evolution has 
granted all members of Homo sapiens some common capacities, and that 
certainly includes the potential to learn all the suggested knowledge 
and develop the R-directed skills. Thus Daniel Pink is correct to assert 
that "the abilities you'll need — Design, Story, Symphony, Empathy, 
Play, and Meaning — are fundamentally human attributes. They reside 
in all of us, and need only be nurtured into being" (2005a, p. 234). 

However, for some reason, we are not all born the same. We may 
have the same set of innate abilities, but the strengths of these abilities 
are variable. Some are born extremely skilled in music, others in math, 
still others in making things. These are the people we call geniuses or 
child prodigies. Mozart was a genius in music, Gauss in mathematics, 
and Picasso in art. Most of us are not geniuses, but we do have areas in 
which we are strong. The flip side of this coin is weakness. We are not 
equally strong in all domains. One person may be great with words 
but not as good at painting. Another may be talented in dancing but 
have great difficulty with numbers. We also differ in the affective 
domain. Some are more adventurous, willing to take risks, and toler- 
ant of uncertainty; some seem to be more cautious and risk-averse. 

Nature is only half of the story. Nurture plays an equally if not 
more important role in the development of an individual. Although 
nature provides the potential, the environment affects what potentials 
are realized and to what degree, as well as what talents are suppressed 
and thus not fully developed. Families, friends, and schools all affect 
how one turns out to be. A person may have a strong inclination for 
music, but without the opportunity to learn or if music is forbidden, 
her musical talent will not be developed. Similarly, a child born with a 



What Knowledge Is of Most Worth? 



153 



more adventurous nature can be taught to be timid and cautious. Con- 
sequently, depending on the environment (country, neighborhood, 
schools, and families) one grows up in, innate propensities can be 
amplified or suppressed. 

The dynamics between nature and nurture also play a significant 
role in what a person ultimately can be or can do. Early experiences 
may accelerate or slow down the development of certain innate abili- 
ties. At the same time, those accelerated abilities gain more attention 
and change the environment in their favor, which will then further 
support their development and suppress the less developed ones. This 
is the "Matthew effect" at work in psychological development: the 
rich get richer and the poor poorer, just like the Lord said: "For unto 
every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but 
from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath" 
(Matthew 25:29). 

Tremendous disagreement divides scientists and educators as to 
which factor determines or plays a more significant role in the devel- 
opment of human abilities. Some tend to attribute more to nature, oth- 
ers more to nurture. Still others point to something else. For example, 
Harvard biologist Richard Lewontin (2001) writes, "The organism is 
determined neither by its genes nor by its environment nor even by 
the interaction between them, but bears a significant mark of random 
process" (p. 38). 

Whatever the determinant, we all agree that human beings are 
different. We have different strengths and weaknesses. We have differ- 
ent wishes and desires. Thus, although Pink may be right in asserting 
that the R-directed skills "reside in all of us," it is not true that we are 
all equally strong. Nor is it correct to assume that we all can or want to 
develop R-directed skills at the same rate or to the same extent. No 
matter how hard I try, there is no way I can become another Michael 
Phelps, the American swimmer who won eight gold medals at the 
2008 Beijing Olympics. Even if I had started painting when I was 3 
and had been taught by a great master, I doubt I could become 
another Picasso. However, I must reiterate that we all, barring some 
extreme cases, can do the basics. I have learned to swim, and I am cer- 
tain that I can learn to create decent images. 
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Similarly, although we all can learn a foreign language, not all of 
us can learn at the same rate and truly become fluent speakers of the 
target language. The same is true for the ability to use computers or 
work on math problems. 

The Answer: Your Child's Strengths 

It is too bad that we cannot expect each and every one of our children 
to swim as well as Michael Phelps, paint as well as Picasso, write as 
well as J. K. Rowling, and solve math problems as well as Gauss — all 
at the same time. But the good news is that they all have strengths, 
albeit in different areas. And even better, globalization and technologi- 
cal changes have created a world where all talents, even those "once 
disdained or thought frivolous" (Pink, 2005a, p. 3) have become very 
valuable. 

In this light, the broad range of skills and knowledge discussed 
earlier in this chapter should be interpreted in two different ways as 
an answer to the question "What knowledge is of most worth?" First, 
they can be considered as skills and knowledge that all students should 
master and hence schools should teach. Second, they can be consid- 
ered as a menu of skills and knowledge from which students can 
choose what to specialize in. What schools should do is to provide 
opportunities and resources to support students' development in their 
chosen areas. 

The first interpretation is necessary because as members of a 
common society we should all develop a set of common skills and 
knowledge. Moreover, this approach also provides opportunities for 
students to experience and find out where their strengths lie and 
which areas they wish to specialize in. It is also desirable because, as 
discussed earlier, all human beings, except for a few extreme cases, 
have the capacity to develop basic competencies in all domains. So 
there is no question that all schools should provide opportunities for 
students to acquire the basics of all the proposed skills and knowl- 
edge. The question is, how much is desirable and possible? For exam- 
ple, we all agree that all students should know some mathematics, but 
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does that mean all children should study advanced calculus or alge- 
bra? Likewise, all students should study at least one foreign language, 
but is it necessary for all students to acquire near-native proficiency? 

None of the proposals discussed earlier in this chapter specifies 
to what degree each of the content and skill areas should be mastered. 
And there is plenty of disagreement even among experts with regard 
to the amount of content in each subject area or the level of skills in 
each domain. I know I cannot settle the "how much" question here or 
anywhere, but I am convinced that no one subject or skill, regardless 
of its perceived importance, should be elevated to a level that excludes 
other subjects or skills in the school curriculum, nor should it be 
allowed to kill children's creativity and drain their curiosity for 
learning. This is, I believe, also the spirit behind the 21st Century 
Skills Partnership framework and the European Union's eight essen- 
tial competences. 

In this spirit, schools should offer a comprehensive, balanced 
curriculum that includes opportunities for students to explore and 
develop both R-directed thinking and L-directed thinking; to learn 
math, science, technology, history, economics, geography, govern- 
ment, reading, literature, music, foreign languages, and art; to develop 
global awareness and appreciation for differences; to develop under- 
standing of and ability to interact within the digital virtual world; and 
to develop a healthy body and mind. 

The second interpretation treats the proposed skills and knowl- 
edge as possible areas in which students can develop true expertise. 
As Chapters 5 and 6 (as well as the eBay example in this chapter) illus- 
trate, globalization and technology have opened up new possibilities 
that increase the value of traditionally "worthless" skills, knowledge, 
and talents. We have entered a new age in which industries have 
become more diversified to meet increasingly diverse human needs. 
In this age, the job market is also global, which makes it possible to 
turn knowledge and talents that are of little or no value in one local 
community into something with great worth in other communities. 
In this age, with the inclusion of many more workers from differ- 
ent countries and rapid changes in technology, it also is increasingly 
difficult to predict what new businesses will emerge and what will 
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become obsolete. Thus what becomes highly valuable are unique tal- 
ents, knowledge, and skills, the ability to adapt to changes, and cre- 
ativity, all of which call for a school culture that respects and cultivates 
expertise in a diversity of talents and skills and a curriculum that 
enables individuals to pursue their strengths. 

Educator Jenifer Fox's book Your Child's Strengths: Discover Them, 
Develop Them, Use Them (2008) provides an excellent answer to the 
question of what knowledge is of most worth. It is what the children 
are interested in and good at. It is their strengths. It is not a govern- 
ment mandate or what is being tested. And here is an account of a 
personal experience that illustrates the value of unique talents. 



Taking Jobs Away from the Chinese: 
Valuable Knowledge in the Global Market 

On a sunny spring day in 2008, 1 was sitting at Eudora, a bar in Bei- 
jing's Lido Plaza, with Jean, Hans, and Anna. We had just finished 
shooting a video interview in a nearby international school. Jean was 
the producer and director, head of this makeshift team. Son of Viet- 
namese immigrants, Jean grew up in America's Deep South and went 
to college in California. In his early 30s at the time of our meeting, Jean 
had been living in Beijing for about six years, working as a freelance 
video producer and independent business consultant. Hans, our cam- 
eraman, was a German in his late 20s. Hans had been studying film- 
making in China's Central Drama Academy and Beijing Film Academy 
for about four years and was working as a freelance videographer. 
Anna, our makeup specialist, came from England and had been living 
in China for only about two years. After graduating from a college in 
Wales with a degree in anthropology, she came to China to first study 
Chinese and then began teaching English. 

I had not planned to invite them for a drink; the decision came 
in the middle of the shooting. I was there to conduct an interview of 
a successful Hong Kong entrepreneur and philanthropist who had 
donated a substantial amount of his money to promoting global- 
ization of education; an international school called 3e International 
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Kindergarten was the first fruit of his generosity and vision. I was 
going to bring my own crew from the United States but was convinced 
by the head of the school, who was born in Hong Kong, educated in 
the United States, and was now working in Beijing, that he could find 
excellent talent in China for the project. I was quite surprised when I 
arrived at the scene. I had assumed that the crew was all Chinese and 
that Jean was a Chinese girl with excellent English abilities. As a 
researcher, I am always curious about unusual things. So I asked them 
why they were there and found that they all had extremely interesting 
stories to tell. 

Over beer, I learned that they all loved living in Beijing. They 
were making good money, perhaps even better than their friends back 
home. They were fulfilling their dreams — making movies, staying 
away from their parents, and chasing new opportunities, which are 
abundant in China. "But my question is, why do companies hire you 
instead of the locals, who are apparently much cheaper? There are 
plenty of people who have learned how to shoot videos here, right?" I 
asked. As someone who was born and raised in China and now lives 
in the United States, I had always heard that the Chinese were taking 
over the world with cheap labor and there were millions of unem- 
ployed Chinese college graduates. Just a few miles away from Eudora 
was a village where thousands of college graduates live on less than a 
dollar a day, looking for jobs. But here were three foreigners who were 
happily self-employed and earning an income many times higher than 
the average Chinese college graduate. 

"We have something they don't have" summarizes the essence of 
their answers. And this "something" is "a better sense of the composi- 
tion of images," according to Hans; "attention to details because we 
are passionate about what we do," according to Jean; and "more expe- 
riences with moving images as we grew up," according to Anna. 

This "something" they (the Chinese) don't have has given Jean, 
Hans, and Anna the relative advantage that enables them to live com- 
fortably and happily in China, a nation that has often been said to 
have taken jobs away from the developed countries. What is worth 
noting is that Jean, Hans, and Anna had not necessarily received a 
formal education that prepared them for their adventure in China. 
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Judging from what they told me, their talents and pursuits were toler- 
ated at home and in schools. Although that tolerance is critical, of 
course, a more active celebration and explicit support would be even 
better. 

Tolerance and Diversification: 
Education with a Global Mindset 

In the story of Jean, Hans, and Anna lies the simple yet very important 
answer to one of the greatest challenges to education brought about by 
globalization; and that is, in the increasingly globalized world, what is 
needed is a diversity of talents rather than individuals with the same 
competencies. If we adopt a global mindset, rather than a local, nation- 
alist one, we will find that historical, cultural, and political factors 
have resulted in a variety of educational systems that have developed 
varying practices to cultivate talents valued in different societies. These 
talents are different, but from a global market perspective they can 
complement one another, commented Sim Wong Hoo, founder and 
CEO of Singapore-based Creative Technology. When asked in an inter- 
view with Newsweek about the advantages and disadvantages of hav- 
ing his company based in Singapore, Sim answered, "[T]he advantage 
is we come from a very conscientious culture. You tell our people what 
to do, they'll follow the rules, they'll do it. The downside is they are 
not as creative. We fixed that by having a U.S. -based R&D team that's 
doing more advanced research" (Levy, 2005). 

A truly global mindset about education suggests that we seri- 
ously examine our traditions and identify our strengths in relation to 
others — not only other countries, but also other communities in our 
own society. This requires us to move away from not only adopting 
international standards but also national standards and testing. Each 
local community may have something special, something unique to 
offer on the global market. An international uniform curriculum or 
national curriculum can only serve to destroy local traditions and 
strengths. 
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A truly global mindset about education also suggests that we 
seriously consider the effect of "the death of distance." Our children 
will become more mobile globally — their talents globally traded. Like 
Jean, Hans, and Anna, our children can find employment in foreign 
countries, as long as they have the needed skills and knowledge. 

A truly global mindset about education further suggests that 
developed nations must take responsibility for deliberately cultivat- 
ing new talents because they are endowed with more resources. They 
must not fall back to compete with developing nations in the same 
domains, for both their own sake and the benefit of the world. 

Finally, a truly global mindset about education suggests that tol- 
erance for multiple perspectives, different talents, and a respect for 
diversity are key to a brighter future for all. As we enter a new era of 
human history, we cannot be certain of what specific talents, knowl- 
edge, and skills will be of value, and globalization has expanded the 
market; therefore, we must accept the idea that all talents, all individu- 
als are worthwhile. Education is thus intended to help every child 
realize his or her potential. Every child counts! 
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Global Competence and 
Digital Competence: 

The New Universal Knowledge and Skills 



I am not an Athenian or a Greek, but a citizen of the 
world. 

— Socrates 

Computer science is no more about computers than 
astronomy is about telescopes. 

— E. W. Dijkstra, computer scientist 

Technology: No place for wimps. 

— Scott Adams, creator of Dilbert 

Alaska Governor Sarah Palin, the 2008 Republican vice presidential 
nominee, was criticized for her lack of experience in international 
affairs. She had to defend why her comments, delivered on national 
media, about Alaska's geographical proximity with Russia lent credi- 
bility to her claims of expertise in international affairs. She also had to 
explain why her first passport had been issued just two years earlier. 
Other than visits to Canada, she had made only one international trip 
in her entire life before the nomination, visiting the Alaska National 
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Guard stationed in Kuwait and Iraq in her role as governor (Bender & 
Issenberg, 2008). On this trip she also visited Germany and Kuwait, 
but later it was said that a fuel stop does not really count as a visit, so 
Ireland was taken off the list. 

Costs of Global Incompetence 

Certainly Governor Palin's international experience or lack thereof 
does seem inadequate for a potential vice president of the United 
States; but in fairness, she was not that bad in terms of foreign experi- 
ence when compared with average Americans. Only 25 percent of 
Americans had a passport in 2006, according to a report of the Com- 
mittee for Economic Development (CED), a Washington D.C. -based 
nonprofit organization. The report, Education for Global Leadership: The 
Importance of International Studies and Foreign Language Education for U.S. 
Economic and National Security (2006), says, "many American students 
lack sufficient knowledge about other world regions, languages and 
cultures, and as a result are likely to be unprepared to compete and 
lead in a global work environment" (p. 1). This assessment is backed 
up with a long list of compelling evidence, including the following: 

• More than 80 percent of New York City eighth graders did not 
meet the state standards in social studies in 2004. Moreover, the number 
of students meeting the social studies standards has decreased by almost 
20 percentage points since 2002. 

• The National Commission on Asia in the Schools analyzed the 
growing importance of Asia — home to 60 percent of the world's popula- 
tion and most of the fastest growing economies — and what American 
students know about this vast region of the world. The Commission 
concluded that young Americans are "dangerously uninformed about 
international matters" and in particular about Asia. 

• Most young Americans lack geographic knowledge. Surveys 
conducted by the Asia Society in 2001 and by the National Geographic 
Society in 2002 found that: 

- 83 percent could not locate Afghanistan; 

- 25 percent of college-bound high school students could not 
name the ocean between California and Asia; 
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- 80 percent did not know that India is the world's largest 
democracy; 

- 37 percent could not locate China on a map of Asia and the 
Middle East; and 

- 56 percent could not find India, despite the fact that China and 
India are the world's most populous countries, and major emerg- 
ing markets. 

• In Sweden, the top performing country, 89 percent of young 
adults spoke at least two languages, and 92 percent had ventured out- 
side of their home country within the previous three years. In stark con- 
trast, at the time of the survey, only 36 percent of young Americans 
spoke more than one language and a mere 21 percent had left U.S. soil 
in the preceding three years, (p. 14) 

The list could go on, but adding to it is not necessary because 
Americans' lack of global knowledge and skills and the failure of 
American schools to teach them is an open secret. "Seventy-seven per- 
cent of the public believes that high school programs in the United 
States are not adequately preparing students to understand current 
international affairs" (CED, 2006, p. 14). The RAND Corporation sur- 
veyed respondents from 16 global corporations and found that many 
were highly critical of U.S. universities' ability to produce graduates 
with international skills. "Compared to their counterparts from 
universities in other parts of the world, U.S. students are 'strong 
technically' but 'shortchanged' in cross-cultural experience and 'lin- 
guistically deprived' " (CED, 2006, p. 6). 

Why is this a big deal? The CED report says global awareness is 
vital to our economy, our national security, and our multicultural soci- 
ety. The future of the U.S. economy depends on its capacity to interact 
with other economies in the world. Nearly 60 percent of the growth in 
earnings of U.S. businesses came from overseas in 2004; one in five 
U.S. manufacturing jobs is already tied to exports. Trade between the 
United States and Asia is already approaching $800 billion annually. 
In 2002, U.S. affiliates of foreign companies directly employed more 
than 5.4 million workers in the United States (CED, 2006). 

The lack of global knowledge and skills has already resulted in 
lost opportunities and revenues. American companies lose an esti- 
mated $2 billion a year due to inadequate cross-cultural guidance for 
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their employees in multicultural situations. A 2002 survey of large U.S. 
corporations found that nearly 30 percent of the companies believed 
they had failed to exploit fully their international business opportuni- 
ties due to insufficient personnel with international skills. In one 
example of the effect of the lack of global awareness, Microsoft's Win- 
dows95 was banned by India because its time zone map put the region 
of Kashmir outside the boundaries of India (CED, 2006). 

National security is a critical challenge facing all Americans. But 
as history can attest, national security is not guaranteed by military 
might. Instead, it requires diplomacy, cross-cultural communications, 
intelligence, and, more important, a positive image across the world. A 
nation is truly secure when it does not have enemies. Although such a 
situation is almost impossible in this world, especially for the United 
States, a more positive image around the world can only help. Unfor- 
tunately, this is an area in which the United States has suffered in recent 
years, especially after the U.S. invasion of Iraq. Anti-Americanism in 
the Muslim world is well known, but even in Western nations, the 
United States is not very popular. According to Harlan Cleveland, a 
prominent political scientist and diplomat, "Anti- Americanism has 
increased rapidly in Europe" (Cleveland, 2004). In Germany, Russia, 
and France the percentages of respondents with an unfavorable opin- 
ion of the United States doubled from 2002 to 2003. Italy's unfavorable 
opinions went from 23 percent to 59 percent; they more than tripled in 
Britain and quadrupled in Poland. In Turkey, where the United States 
already had a 55 percent unfavorable rating, it soared to 84 percent. 
According to a report released in June 2005 by the Pew Global Atti- 
tudes Project, only 41 percent of Germans and Spaniards held favor- 
able views of the United States, a lower percentage than for their views 
of China and Japan. In Britain, our historically close ally, only 55 per- 
cent of the public viewed the United States favorably, 10 points lower 
than for their view of China, 20 points lower than for their view of 
Germany. Our neighbor Canada had 59 percent giving the United 
States a favorable rating, only 1 point more than the percentage giv- 
ing a favorable rating to China. But we like ourselves; 83 percent of 
Americans gave a favorable rating of the country, which is at least 
20 points higher than the percentage with a favorable view of any 
other Western country (Pew Global Attitudes Project, 2005). 
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American's unpopularity may have many causes, but the nation's 
foreign policy and arrogance as perceived by others should certainly 
be on the list. An America-centric philosophy and a lack of under- 
standing of other cultures and the global world are among the chief 
reasons for our unilateralism and perceived arrogance when dealing 
with other peoples. This is a result of the nation's education system. 
Abraham Lincoln once said, "The philosophy in the classroom of this 
generation is the philosophy of government in the next." More impor- 
tant, the United States needs talented diplomats and a public that 
understands and respects other cultures so when Americans travel 
abroad or interact with people from other cultures, they can project a 
better image and reverse perceptions. 

The negligence of American schools in teaching foreign lan- 
guages and cultures has had a more direct effect on America's national 
security. "The September 11th intelligence failures provide consider- 
able evidence of our shortage of expertise in Arabic and Asian lan- 
guages and cultures," states the CED report (Committee for Economic 
Development, 2006, p. 9), citing evidence showing the extreme diffi- 
culties the army, the CIA, the FBI, and other U.S. national security 
agencies had in recruiting enough experts in critical languages. As a 
result, the FBI's counterterrorism efforts were hampered. "The FBI did 
not dedicate sufficient resources to the surveillance and translation 
needs of counter- terrorism agents. It lacked sufficient translators pro- 
ficient in Arabic and other key languages, resulting in a significant 
backlog of un-translated intercepts," according to the 9/11 Commis- 
sion (CED, 2006, p. 9). 

The importance of culturally and linguistically competent indi- 
viduals in the current war against terrorism is highlighted in a com- 
ment by Michael Lemmon, former ambassador to Armenia and dean 
of the National War College: "Part of the reason for our difficulty is 
that we simply don't have enough competent speakers of Arabic with 
credible policy context and an ability to connect with the intended 
audience so they will at least listen to what we are trying to say and 
give us a hearing" (CED, 2006, p. 8). 

Understanding other cultures and languages is also vital to the 
continued prosperity of the United States as a multicultural society. 
The United States will continue to receive immigrants from different 
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countries. Racial and ethnic harmony rests upon mutual understand- 
ing and respect. Despite progress made over the years, racial and eth- 
nic relationships remain a critical issue in the United States. The nation 
must continue to face this difficult problem and keep its society open, 
which also requires schools to teach about other cultures and lan- 
guages. Globalization brings many benefits, but it comes with new 
challenges, as noted in the CED report: 

Despite America's status as an economic, military, and cultural super- 
power, we risk becoming narrowly confined within our own borders, 
lacking the understanding of the world around us that is essential to our 
continued leadership role in the world community. The day has long 
passed when a citizen could afford to be uninformed about the rest of 
the world and America's place in that world, (p. vii) 

Defining Global Competence 

According to a report of the University of Wisconsin Global Compe- 
tence Task Force (2008), a globally competent person should have "the 
skills, knowledge, and attitude to work effectively in our increasingly 
interdependent world" (p. 2). The report further states the following: 

Foremost amongst these "global competencies" are the abilities to com- 
municate effectively across linguistic and cultural boundaries, to see and 
understand the world from a perspective other than one's own, and to 
understand and appreciate the diversity of societies and cultures. Stu- 
dents need to appreciate the interdependence of nations in a global econ- 
omy and to know how to adapt their work to a variety of cultures, (p. 3) 

Fernando Reimers, a Harvard University education professor, 
offers a similar definition: 

I define Global Competency as the knowledge and skills that help peo- 
ple understand the flat world in which they live, the skills to integrate 
across disciplinary domains to comprehend global affairs and events 
and to create possibilities to address them. Global competencies are also 
the attitudinal and ethical dispositions that make it possible to interact 
peacefully, respectfully, and productively with fellow human beings 
from diverse geographies. (Reimers, 2009) 
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Reimers's definition includes three dimensions: the affective 
dimension, the action dimension, and the academic dimension. The 
affective dimension, also called the ethical dimension, refers to "a pos- 
itive disposition towards cultural differences and a framework of 
global values to engage difference." The action dimension, also called 
the skill dimension, refers primarily to the "ability to speak, under- 
stand, and think" in a foreign language. The academic dimension has 
to do with academic knowledge of the world, hence is also referred to 
as the disciplinary and interdisciplinary dimension, which includes 
"deep knowledge and understanding of world history, geography, the 
global dimensions of topics such as health, climate, and economics, 
and the process of globalization itself" (Reimers, 2009). 

There are other definitions of global competence. For example, 
Harvard professor Howard Gardner (2004) proposes, without using 
the term "global competence," that precollegiate education should 
prepare students to develop an "understanding of the global system," 
"knowledge of other cultures and traditions," and "knowledge of and 
respect for one's own cultural traditions"; and foster "hybrid or 
blended identities" and "tolerance and appreciation across racial, lin- 
guistic, national, and cultural boundaries" (pp. 253-355). 

Consistent across most definitions of global competence is the 
issue of "others." As discussed in Chapter 5, technology, trade, and 
immigration have led to "the death of distance." People previously 
separated from us by distance have been brought into our lives, and 
how to view, interact with, and live with them has become a signifi- 
cant issue facing all of us, thus forming the foundation of our ability to 
live in the global world. In the following sections I highlight some of 
the core issues that we must address as part of our efforts to foster 
global citizens. 



Two Grasshoppers on the Same String: 
Global Interdependence 

The Chinese often describe situations of mutual dependence with the 
saying "We are two grasshoppers tied to the same string. I cannot 
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escape; neither can you." Although it may not sound elegant, the say- 
ing tells a fundamental truth about living in the global village: the 
welfare of all human beings has become so interconnected and inter- 
dependent that no individual, organization, or nation can continue 
to live prosperously forever while their fellow villagers live in misery. 
As Michel Camdessus (2000), managing director of the International 
Monetary Fund, said in a speech: 

The widening gaps between rich and poor within nations, and the gulf 
between the most affluent and most impoverished nations, are morally 
outrageous, economically wasteful, and potentially socially explosive. 
Now we know that it is not enough to increase the size of the cake; the 
way it is shared is deeply relevant to the dynamism of development. If 
the poor are left hopeless, poverty will undermine the fabric of our soci- 
eties through confrontation, violence, and civil disorder. We cannot 
afford to ignore poverty, wherever it exists, whether in the advanced 
countries, emerging economies, or the least developed nations. But it is 
in the poorest countries that extreme poverty can no longer be tolerated; 
it is our duty to work together to relieve suffering. 

Poverty, diseases such as HIV/ AIDS, conflicts, resource short- 
ages, or any other forms of human suffering in one country or one 
region anywhere on the globe can affect other countries, no matter 
how far away they are. Conflicts in the Middle East can cause gas 
prices to rise around the world. Famine in Africa can result in increases 
in food prices globally. Water shortages in Ethiopia can lead to wars in 
the region and result in refugees and illegal migration to other nations. 
Even from a purely selfish perspective, we must learn to help others, 
to work on raising the living standards of our poor neighbors. It is 
fairly dangerous to live as the only wealthy family in a poverty-stricken 
village. 

Thus one of the elements of global citizenship is knowledge of 
the vast economic and social inequalities existing in today's world and 
how these inequalities may affect our lives. We need to help our chil- 
dren understand that although globalization may have generated 
more wealth around the world, the distribution has been uneven. Not 
everyone has enjoyed the same level of economic growth (Stiglitz, 
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2006). Some have even charged that globalization has increased the 
misery of many people (Bigelow & Peterson, 2002). Our children, who 
will live in this village much longer than we will, need to also under- 
stand that globalization's negative outcomes — exploitation of poor 
countries, for example — can affect their own lives. 

Jobs for Everyone: Global Economics 

Thomas Friedman's advice to his daughters ("Finish your homework; 
people in India and China are starving for your jobs") may motivate 
them to complete their homework because they do not want the Chi- 
nese and Indians to take their future jobs, but it is a damaging state- 
ment concerning globalization. It unnecessarily fans fear of and hatred 
toward other countries and peoples. One of the consequences of eco- 
nomic globalization is the movement of businesses from developed 
nations to developing ones, which results in vast job losses, as dis- 
cussed in Chapter 5. This loss of jobs has already created panic and 
anxiety in developed nations. Words like Friedman's add to the panic 
and paint foreigners as job robbers, as the cause of economic hardship 
in countries where jobs are lost. 

The Indians, the Chinese, and all others have a right to jobs. The 
"pursuit of happiness" mentioned in the United States Declaration of 
Independence should apply to everyone, not just Americans. 

Moreover, the view that the developing countries are taking jobs 
away from the developed nations is inaccurate from an economic 
standpoint. First, jobs are lost as industries change. As Robert Thomp- 
son (2007), a University of Illinois professor and chairman of the Inter- 
national Food and Agricultural Trade Council, has pointed out: 

Countries' competitive positions change all the time. No economy 
stands still. New mineral deposits are found, and others are depleted. 
Some countries' populations grow, and others decline. Research may 
find new technologies that provide a greater advantage to one country 
than another. New technologies can completely wipe out previous 
industries. How many buggy whip manufacturers can you find in the 
U.S. today? (p. 6) 
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Even without globalization, what powers a nation's economy 
can change and force people to transition to other types of jobs. Take 
the United States, for example. The common perception is that China 
and India have caused massive job losses in the manufacturing and 
service sectors, but a study by McKinsey found this is not the case. 
Based on an analysis of detailed trade and industry data, the study 
found that 

trade, particularly rising imports of goods and services, didn't destroy 
the vast majority of the jobs lost in the United States since 2000. [OJnly 
about 314,000 jobs (11 percent of the manufacturing jobs lost) were lost 
as a result of trade . . . falling exports, not rising imports, were respon- 
sible. Service sector offshoring destroyed even fewer jobs. These figures 
are tiny relative to the millions of positions lost and created every year 
in the United States by normal market forces . . . manufacturing's share 
of total U.S. employment has been falling for at least half a century — a 
trend that is typical not only of developed economies but also of many 
developing ones. (Baily & Lawrence, 2005) 

In fact, trade and investment with China has benefited the United 
States, according to a study released by the China-U.S. Business 
Forum. The study found that trade and investment with China will 
result in a 0.7 percent increase in U.S. GDP and a 0.8 percent decrease 
in prices by 2010. Trade and investment with China will also lead to 
an increase of 0.7 percent in output per worker across the U.S. econ- 
omy (Britton & Mark, 2006). 

But the public and the media often misunderstand the effects 
of globalization because of their lack of understanding of global 
economics. For instance, a report based on the 2008 Pew Global Atti- 
tudes Project indicates that 53 percent of Americans believe that 
trade is good and 53 percent say China's growing economy is a 
bad thing, contrary to what expert analysts have found about the ben- 
efits of China's growth to the United States (Pew Research Center, 
2008). 

Therefore, it is crucial for citizens of the global village to develop 
a good understanding of economics from a global perspective. 
Such an understanding not only will help global citizens to actively 
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participate in and contribute to the global society, but also will reduce 
negative feelings toward other countries and enhance harmony in the 
global village. 

Climate Change and Bird Flu: Global Problems 

The earth is getting hotter, and the consequences could be dire. 
Global warming has already caused the Arctic to shrink, glaciers to 
retreat, and sea levels to rise. Associated changes have occurred in the 
amount and pattern of precipitation, resulting in flooding and drought. 
Global warming also causes extreme weather, affecting agricultural 
yields, extinction of species, and the spread of life-threatening dis- 
eases. These changes can result in great economic costs and threats to 
human lives. 

Human activities have been generally recognized as a major 
cause of climate change, and increased economic development result- 
ing from globalization has certainly accelerated global warming. But 
climate change is not the only serious problem facing all human beings 
that has been exacerbated by increased globalization. Environmental 
degradation, deforestation, desertification, oil depletion, and destruc- 
tion of wildlife habitats are all consequences of modernization brought 
about by globalization. The economic growth resulting from global- 
ization has significantly increased consumption of natural resources 
and caused irreversible damage to our environment. 

These problems are global in nature. When China imports timber 
from Indonesia, it in essence exports deforestation. When India's mid- 
dle class expands and an increasing number of Indians begin to drive, 
they are essentially contributing to the worldwide energy crisis and 
global warming. When Brazilians replace forests with coffee fields 
in the Amazon region, they too are affecting the global temperature. 
Similarly, when the United States sends its manufacturing industries 
overseas, it also sends pollution. When the British buy petroleum from 
Africa, they consume global energy resources. 

Global problems can only be solved globally. One country can 
change its energy policy, impose greenhouse gas taxes, or promote 
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conservation; but unless all countries adopt the same approach, unless 
everyone is aware of the problems and contributing to their solutions, 
it is impossible to address these problems. However, therein lies a 
moral difficulty. If all people have the same right to pursue a bet- 
ter, more modern life regardless of where they live, how can we tell 
the developing nations not to pursue economic development, even 
though it leads to pollution and environmental destruction? On the 
other hand, it would be impossible to sustain an American lifestyle 
for everyone on earth. 

Part of the answer probably lies in scientific and technological 
innovations that will deliver an American lifestyle but consume fewer 
natural resources. Automobiles that are more energy efficient or that 
use replaceable energy, for example, can probably allow more people 
to drive with the same amount of gas or less. Changes in human 
behavior must also be part of the solution. Turning off the water while 
brushing your teeth is as important to saving water as more efficient 
irrigation technologies. Recycling, turning off lights when not in the 
office, and simply consuming less can significantly reduce humans' 
impact on the earth. 

All of these efforts require everyone to understand the nature of 
global problems, to understand their causes, their potential effects, 
their complex moral, economic, and political implications, and possible 
solutions. Hence, knowledge of global problems should be an essential 
component of what makes a contributing citizen in the global village. 

"Us" and "Them": Human Conflicts and Peace 

Wars and other smaller-scale conflicts among human beings are per- 
haps the most costly, self-destructive human activities in the world. 
Basically, they start from the desire to protect or enhance self-interest, 
be it natural resources, ideological superiority, material wealth, or 
human resources; or to gain advantage over others, to wipe out or 
weaken potential competitors. Killing others and destroying their 
property are often justified through demonizing others, through draw- 
ing a distinct line between us and them. 



172 



CATCHING UP OR LEADING THE WAY 



It is a natural human tendency to separate people into "us" and 
"them," although the "us" and "them" (or "we" and "they") merely 
serve as constantly evolving containers. There are many ways human 
beings make the separation: race, gender, belief, skin color, birthplace, 
language, interest, political entity, or any other distinguishable fea- 
tures human beings may bear. Those who look like ourselves are "we," 
as are those who believe in the same God, attend the same church, 
share the same country, or have the same level of income. "We" are 
always better than "they" are and should enjoy a better life. "We" are 
hardworking, honest, clean, and moral, whereas "they" are lazy, dis- 
honest, dirty, and evil, so they do not deserve the same life, the same 
respect and dignity. "We" should always be wary of "them" because 
"they" always want to destroy "us." For all sorts of psychological, 
technological, political, and cultural reasons, most of "us" do not have 
direct experiences with "them" or have much knowledge about 
"them" and their real intentions. This lack of knowledge and under- 
standing feeds the powerful feeling of fear, which has been used to 
start wars and war-associated activities, such as building up a threat- 
ening military arsenal. 

Globalization has the potential to both increase the likelihood 
and scale of destructive conflicts and help reduce the possibility of 
conflicts. On the one hand, globalization intensifies competition for 
resources, engenders a sense of invasion by other countries through 
their goods and migrants, and has resulted in dissatisfaction because 
of increased income disparities, exploitation, and destruction of local 
resources and cultural traditions (Galtung, 2002; Stiglitz, 2006). 
Advances in information and communication technologies further 
heighten the sense of injustice and exploitation when people around 
the globe are more aware of the huge differences in living standards 
between the rich and the poor. Furthermore, advanced technologies 
have made conflicts more violent, more destructive than ever before. 
On the other hand, global economic integration binds people and 
makes their interests more interdependent so they are unlikely to go to 
war because it causes damage to both parties, as Thomas Fried- 
man explains in his book The Lexus and the Olive Tree (1999). Migra- 
tion, tourism, and information and communication technologies all 
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provide more opportunities for people to interact with and to learn 
about one another, possibly reducing mistrust and fear. 

We need citizens who can lead global efforts to reduce distrust 
and fear among different people. To do so requires a new mindset, a 
mindset that considers all human beings as "us," that helps transcend 
traditional racial, religious, political, and other boundaries that have 
been used to divide human beings into "us" and "them." 



Understanding Others: Foreign Languages and 
Cross-Cultural Competency 

An effective way to develop a global mindset is to understand others 
as human beings. Such understanding requires direct interaction; and 
interaction, in turn, requires the ability to move across cultures com- 
fortably and fluently. I refer to such ability as cross-cultural compe- 
tency. It includes both the ability to use the language and a deep 
understanding of the culture. Cross-cultural competency is also a nec- 
essary ability for all global citizens in their professional life, as they 
will need to work together with individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds. And to perform the basic functions of citizens, they will 
need to make decisions about and interact with people from other cul- 
tures, such as people who have immigrated into their communities. 

Cross-cultural competency first and foremost includes a deep 
understanding and appreciation of different cultures. There are many 
definitions of culture, but the more generally accepted one is proposed 
by anthropologists Daniel Bates and Fred Plog (1990): "A culture is 
the system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors, and artifacts 
that the members of society use to cope with their world and with 
one another, and that are transmitted from generation to generation 
through learning" (p. 7). This definition contains a number of impor- 
tant points about culture. First, it includes not only factual knowledge, 
such as a country's capital city, history, or political system. It also 
includes beliefs, values, customs, and behaviors, things that cannot 
necessarily be explicitly described. Second, culture is learned, which 
means that it is not genetically transmitted and others can learn the 
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system. Third, it is shared by the members of a society and transmitted 
from generation to generation so it is fairly stable and ubiquitous, 
which makes a large part of the system unconscious. That is, members 
of the culture know the values, beliefs, and customs so well that they 
do not consciously think about them, making it difficult for them to 
explain their culture to others. 

True understanding of other cultures requires one to "penetrate 
below the surface" of other cultures (Dewey, 1983, p. 263). It does not 
arise from simple fact telling in international education classes, which 
are easily colored by superficial emotion, ignorance, fear, and preju- 
dice (Saito, 2003). The understanding needs to reach "the inner spirit 
and real life of a people" (Dewey, 1983, p. 267). Thus to develop real 
understanding of other cultures requires us to experience the culture 
in context, rather than simply memorizing some facts or imitating 
stereotypes. 

Cross-cultural competency also means the ability to live in and 
move across different cultures easily. In the globalized world, we will 
be interacting with many cultures, but it is impossible to be competent 
in all the cultures of the world. Thus cross-cultural competency can be 
viewed as a general psychological ability that includes attitudes, per- 
spectives, and approaches to new, different cultures. Again, John 
Dewey suggests such competencies can be developed by confronting 
and surmounting differences in ways of thinking, value systems, and 
habits of mind. According to Dewey, education for global understand- 
ing must be supported by the notion of unity in diversity, a solidarity 
among human beings that is made possible only through interaction 
between different perspectives (Saito, 2003). 

Proficiency in foreign languages is an essential component of 
cross-cultural competency. Today, many education systems teach for- 
eign languages for economic reasons and thus focus on only com- 
municative competency. Although communicative competency is 
important, language also serves as a window into the "shared beliefs, 
values, customs, behaviors, and artifacts that the members of society 
use" (Bates & Plog, 1990, p. 7). Foreign language teaching can also be 
the avenue for understanding cultures. 
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In summary, we now live in a "flat" world, or "global village." As 
residents of this global village, what do we need to make this a happy 
and prosperous place for all its residents? The answer is simple: global 
citizenship. For the global village to become a happy and prosperous 
place for all its residents, everyone in this village must accept the fact 
that their well-being is intricately interconnected and dependent on 
others; they must understand and be willing to tackle common prob- 
lems facing the village; they must treat each other as equals; and they 
must try to understand and appreciate each other's beliefs, values, 
behaviors, and customs. And finally, of course, they must be able to 
talk with each other, using a common language. 

Defining Digital Competence 

If you are like me, you have received e-mail messages like the follow- 
ing at least once, but more likely many times a day: 

From: jhbeverdam@hetnet.nl 
Subject: Greetings from James O'Brien 
Hello friend, 

My name is James O'Brien, a citizen of wales in the united kingdom. I 
am contacting you because I need your help to solve a problem. I need 
your help as a beneficiary to help collect some funds from a security 
company in Holland. Since the death of my father, I have been unable to 
do so and the security company wants me to present a foreign benefi- 
ciary. The amount involved is Twenty Million Dollars and you shall 
have Seven Million Dollars, please reply me back at jamesobrienuk5 
©yahoo. com.hk I shall give you the whole details. Have a nice day. 
James O'Brien 

If you are like me, you probably never respond — not because 
you are not interested in the $7 million but because you know you actu- 
ally have no chance of getting it. The sad thing, however, is that there 
are still people out there who think they can actually get the prom- 
ised millions of dollars — not many, but enough to encourage the scam- 
mers to continue their tricks. This particular form of scam, commonly 
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known as the Nigerian Scam (because it originated in Nigeria) or the 
419 Fraud (after the article number of the Nigerian Criminal Code that 
describes it), has been around for decades. According to Snopes.com, 
a widely referenced Web site that debunks frauds and urban legends, 
the scam can be traced back to the Spanish Prisoner con game in the 
1920s, when businesses were contacted to rescue wealthy prisoners 
in Spain and promised a reward of tremendous wealth afterward 
(Snopes.com, 2003). Of course, the wealth was never distributed and 
the conned businesses would have given lots of money to the scam 
operatives. The new version of the Spanish Prisoner con was revived 
in oil-rich Nigeria in the 1980s. Scammers sent out letters via mail or 
fax to businesses, asking for assistance to help move millions of dol- 
lars out of a bank in Nigeria and, of course, offering the business a 
healthy chunk of the money. But to access the money, the business 
would have to pay legal fees, bribes to the bank or local officials, or 
some other fees in advance. Hence the official name of the scam: 
Advance Fee Fraud. The Internet has made this scam a global phe- 
nomenon, and as the letter I received shows, individuals have become 
the primary target. After so many years, people are still falling for this 
trick, and victims lose hundreds of millions of dollars each year. Some 
have even lost their lives (Carothers, 2006). 

The Internet, or the virtual world, is full of wonders and dangers, 
as discussed in Chapter 6. Although the Nigerian Scam existed long 
before the Internet, the Internet significantly changed its scale and 
impact. Like the example of eBay as a global garage sale, the Internet 
has made the scam global, significantly expanding its reach to poten- 
tial victims and drastically reducing the chances of the scammers being 
caught and the victims reclaiming their lost wealth. When this type of 
dangerous trap is so commonplace, avoiding the dangers and explor- 
ing the wonders of the Internet has become an issue of digital compe- 
tence — the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and ability to live a healthy 
and successful life in the virtual world. 

Chapter 6 describes the emergence of a virtual world and poses a 
number of challenges facing education today, including how schools 
can equip our children with the necessary competencies to live pro- 
ductively in the virtual world. The competencies can be generally 



Global Competence and Digital Competence 



177 



referred to as digital competence, although a variety of other terms 
have been used for this new set of skills, knowledge, and attitudes. 
Some of the most frequently used terms include computer literacy, digi- 
tal literacy, digital age literacy, technology literacy, media literacy, informa- 
tion literacy, and digital citizenship. 

Definitions of digital competence abound. Some of them are very 
broad, encompassing a variety of cognitive skills and emotional quali- 
ties needed to live in a society transformed by technology. For exam- 
ple, the Metiri Group's definition of digital-age literacy includes basic 
literacy, scientific literacy, economic literacy, technological literacy, 
visual literacy, information literacy, multicultural literacy, and global 
awareness (Metiri Group, 2003). The 21st Century Partnership's Frame- 
work for 21st Skills includes information literacy, media literacy, and 
information and communication technology (ICT) literacy. Some other 
definitions are generic, basically reiterating the higher-level thinking 
skills required for the new society, through the means of technology. 
For instance, the International Society for Technology in Education 
(ISTE), the most prominent organization in promoting digital literacy 
in schools, recently published a new version of its National Educational 
Technology Standards and Performance Indicators for Students. The stan- 
dards list six categories of performance: creativity and innovation; 
communication and collaboration; research and information fluency; 
critical thinking, problem solving, and decision making; digital citi- 
zenship; and technology operations and concepts (ISTE, 2007). Other 
than the last two components — digital citizenship and technology 
operations and concepts — the list looks like a standard list of cognitive 
skills necessary for anyone in modern society. Other definitions tend 
to have too narrow a focus, equating digital competence with informa- 
tion literacy — the ability to evaluate, access, and use information in 
the digital age. 

A truly troublesome issue with all the available definitions is 
their failure to recognize the virtual world as something different from 
the physical world. Almost all definitions seem to start from the view- 
point that the virtual world is the physical world, only accessed 
through technology. But as Chapter 6 suggests, the virtual world is 
fundamentally different. Although some traditional skills and abilities 
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apply, the virtual world functions differently enough to require a dif- 
ferent set of skills and knowledge. 

One way to explore what is needed for living in the virtual world 
is to look at what we do there and how we do it. In essence, we engage 
in three sets of activities in the virtual world: those associated with liv- 
ing in the virtual world, those associated with making a living in the 
virtual world, and those associated with re-creating and shaping the 
virtual world. Not all of us engage in all three sets of activities. The 
physical world and the virtual worlds are interconnected, and each 
serves as an inseparable part of our whole life. Some of us may make 
our living in the physical world but live a portion of our lives online. 
Some of us can be making a living in the virtual world and live there 
as well. 

To live in the virtual world we often take on three roles: consum- 
ers, citizens, and community leaders. As consumers, we make use of 
what's available in the virtual world to meet our needs in both the 
physical and virtual worlds. We e-mail our friends, buy books on 
Amazon, sell used cars on eBay, watch YouTube, or search for infor- 
mation using Google. As citizens of the virtual world, we enjoy the 
privileges and the accompanying responsibilities of participating in 
virtual communities. As leaders, we influence others in the virtual 
world or in the physical world by using virtual tools. We convince 
other players to follow us in World of Warcraft or create a huge net- 
work of "friends" in MySpace or Facebook. 

We can also become workers in and for the virtual world, earning 
an income and making a living. Think about Anshe Chung and the 
Korean professional video gamers described in Chapter 6, or the eBay 
powersellers described in Chapter 7. Some of us are also engaged in 
shaping the virtual world by developing new hardware, software, or 
virtual communities. The virtual world has expanded since its cre- 
ation, adding new features, new services, and new choices to meet our 
needs. Serving and re-creating the virtual world have resulted in big 
businesses such as Google, YouTube, Yahoo, eBay, and Amazon, as 
well as smaller businesses. 

I use the term digital competence to describe what is needed to 
live productively in the virtual world. Here is a model of digital 
competence: 
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1. Knowledge of the nature of the virtual world 

a. Understanding the differences and connections between 
the physical and virtual worlds; the ability to tell fantasy from 
reality 

b. Understanding that the virtual world is dependent upon 
technology and that all technology can break and things can go 
wrong 

c. Understanding that online/ virtual activities are funda- 
mentally psychological 

d. Understanding data representation in the virtual world 
and how different media work together 

e. Understanding data management in the virtual world and 
basic file structures 

f . Understanding that the virtual world is a global network of 
individual and collective participants 

g. Understanding that the virtual world is evolving and con- 
stantly expanding 

2. Positive attitude toward the virtual world 

a. Appreciation of the complexity and uncertainty of the vir- 
tual world 

b. Positive attitude toward technical problems 

c. Effective strategies to approach technical problems (know- 
ing where and how to obtain assistance) 

d. Effective strategies to learn new ways of communication 
and information sharing 

3. Ability to use different tools to participate and lead in the vir- 
tual world 

a. Ability to use different tools to participate and lead online 
communities 

b. Ability to use different tools to entertain, learn, and work 

c. Ability to use different tools to obtain and share information 

4. Ability to create products for the virtual world 

a. Ability to use different tools to express views in the virtual 
world 
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b. Ability to use different tools to create products (such as 
music, digital games) 

c. Ability to use different tools to create, manage, and lead 
online communities 

d. Ability to launch, manage, and promote businesses in the 
virtual world 

As the virtual world further expands, we need our children to 
become digitally competent so they can live safely and productively in 
this newly emerging world. They need to have the proper attitude, 
understanding, skills, and perspectives that can enable them to lead 
virtual communities, to manage virtual relationships, to defend our 
nation in cyberspace, to re-create the virtual world, and to direct the 
development of the virtual world for the betterment of humankind. 

Digital competencies may also be the set of abilities and skills 
that will prove to have a comparative advantage in the global econ- 
omy. Our students and schools are much better equipped with the 
facilities, devices, and infrastructure to help our students develop dig- 
ital competence than those in the developing countries. It would be 
unwise to abandon this advantage and focus on teaching things that 
do not take advantage of this asset. 
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Catching Up or Keeping the Lead: 

The Future of American Education 



The problem [with globalization] is that economic 
globalization has outpaced the globalization of politics 
and mindsets. 

— Joseph Stiglitz, 
Nobel Prize-winning economist 

The future ain't what it used to be. 

— Yogi Berra 

I have used the previous chapters to show how the current reform 
efforts are the result of a history of flawed reasoning based on incom- 
plete information, driven by unfounded fear, and influenced by poli- 
tics. Moreover, the chapters have shown that we have entered a new 
era, an era characterized by increasingly freer movement of informa- 
tion, people, and businesses across national borders, and marked by 
the emergence of the virtual world. In the new era, we need more 
diverse talents rather than standardized laborers, more creative indi- 
viduals rather than homogenized test takers, and more entrepreneurs 
rather than obedient employees. Furthermore, this new era requires 
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all citizens to think globally, to understand other cultures, to have the 
ability to interact with others, and to competently handle changes and 
complexity. 

To meet the challenges of the new era, American education needs 
to be more American, instead of more like education in other coun- 
tries. The traditional strengths of American education — respect for 
individual talents and differences, a broad curriculum oriented to 
educating the whole child, and a decentralized system that embraces 
diversity — should be further expanded, not abandoned. This is not to 
say American education is perfect. On the contrary, American educa- 
tion needs major changes, but the changes should be oriented to the 
future instead of the past or present. The changes should be made out 
of hope for a better tomorrow instead of fear of losing yesterday or 
today. And as such, the changes, I suggest, should include expanding 
the definition of success, personalizing education, and viewing schools 
as global enterprises. 



Expanding the Definition of Success: 
Input-Oriented Accountability 

In 2008, an announcement by the Chinese Ministry of Education 
quickly caught the attention of the media and the public. On Octo- 
ber 7, a spokesperson for the ministry announced that starting in 2008, 
68 higher education institutions would be granted the authority to 
admit students using their own criteria, and the number admitted 
under this policy would no longer be held to the previously estab- 
lished limit of 5 percent of new admissions. This announcement was 
big news because it suggests a significant change in the definition of 
success in the Chinese education system. Starting in 2003, China began 
to experiment with a new way of admitting college students, which 
essentially launched the reform of China's most important mechan- 
ism for driving educational practices. As discussed in Chapter 4, China 
has been using one standardized exam to select college students for 
decades, forcing all students and educators to focus on passing the 
infamous gaokao (National College Entrance Exam). To shake off the 



The Future of American Education 



183 



negative effect of high-stakes testing, the ministry authorized 22 col- 
leges to admit students using a combination of their own criteria and 
test scores on the gaokao in 2003. Over the years, the experiment was 
expanded to more colleges while the number of students that could be 
admitted by each institution remained limited. The 2008 announce- 
ment broke the limit. In addition, colleges were granted more auton- 
omy in their use of test scores on the gaokao. Although most still use a 
combination of their own criteria and test scores, some completely 
ignore the test scores. If this experiment continues, China will see fun- 
damental changes in its education system and perhaps finally move 
away from test-oriented education. 

This move exemplifies China's efforts to reform its education 
system by expanding the definition of success from test scores in a 
limited number of subjects — namely, Chinese language, mathematics, 
English, plus science or social studies — to a more comprehensive col- 
lection of abilities and talents in arts, music, critical thinking, social 
activities, and sports. In recent years, China has engaged in a series of 
reforms to grant more autonomy to local schools; decentralize its cur- 
riculum; add more emphasis on arts, music, and humanities; and 
change how students and schools are evaluated (Chinese Ministry of 
Education, 2003; Zhonggong Zhongyan [Central Committee of the 
Chinese Communist Party] & Guowuyuan [State Council], 1999; & 
Zhonggong Zhongyang Bangongting [Office of the Central Commit- 
tee of the Chinese Communist Party] & Guowuyuan Bangongting 
[Office of the State Council], 2000). The overarching goal of these 
reforms is to better prepare its citizens for the global world. 

How we define success for students, teachers, and schools deter- 
mines how students, teachers, and schools are evaluated, and it directs 
their energy, efforts, and resources to what are considered indicators 
of success. This effect has already been seen in the U.S. reform efforts 
of the past several years. As a result of No Child Left Behind, many 
schools have narrowed their curriculum to focus only on what is 
tested — math and reading — and teachers have been pushed to teach 
to the test as well (McMurrer, 2007). Thus, expanding the definition of 
success should be one of the first changes we make in our efforts to 
ensure a bright future for our children. 
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Expanding the definition of success first means that we need to 
elevate the status of other subjects, abilities, skills, and talents to the 
same level as math and reading. As discussed in Chapters 7 and 8, the 
range of knowledge and abilities that are of value includes much 
more than math and reading. However, the current focus of American 
education reform seems to be exclusively on these subjects, which 
have received a vast majority of special funding from federal and 
state sources and have consumed the energy of schools and teachers 
because the success of a school, a teacher, and a student is judged by 
test scores in these two subjects. 

Expanding the definition of success also means changing how 
we measure success. Many of the valuable skills, knowledge, abilities, 
attitudes, and perspectives one needs and schools cultivate do not 
have widely accepted standardized tests. Some of them may never be 
easily measured through standardized tests. Thus we need to adopt a 
broad range of indicators to assess student learning, including stu- 
dent products, teacher observations, classroom performances, and 
some psychological measures of student motivation, creativity, and 
perspectives that have not typically been part of mainstream educa- 
tional assessment. 

Expanding the definition of success of schools should not be lim- 
ited to only outcome measures, because many factors affect student 
learning. How well students perform on a math test at a given time is 
affected by their own ability and efforts, their family environment, 
their peers, and their previous math learning experiences in addition 
to their current teachers and math learning. It is simply misleading 
and wrong to use students' performance on tests to judge the degree 
of a school's success. A more just and useful way to judge the quality 
of schools is to assess the quality of input and hold schools account- 
able for providing the best educational environment for all students. 

An input-oriented accountability system measures the quality of 
schools by looking at the quality of educational resources and opportu- 
nities they provide to each student. Rather than holding schools 
accountable for raising test scores, which is partly beyond the control of 
schools and teachers, we can hold schools accountable for ensuring 
that all students have the same high-quality educational opportunities. 
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Here is a sample of indicators of the quality of a school in terms of 
input: 

• Physical environment: Does the school provide a safe, clean, 
and inspiring physical environment? 

• Facilities: Does the school provide adequate facilities to sup- 
port learning and development of diverse talents? 

• Teachers: Does the school have a staff that is highly qualified 
and motivated to help students learn? 

• Curriculum: Does the school implement a broad and rigorous 
curriculum relevant to all students? 

• Leadership: Does the school have strong leadership that inspires 
teachers and students to achieve their best? 

• Innovation: Does the school encourage and support teacher 
innovation? 

• Opportunities to be different: Does the school make arrange- 
ments to enable students who have different talents to pursue them? 

Personalizing Education: 

A Path to Talent Diversification 

In 2004, the Department for Education and Skills of the government of 
the United Kingdom published a pamphlet titled A National Conversa- 
tion About Personalised Learning. This publication marked the official 
support for a movement that had been gaining momentum in U.K. 
schools: personalizing learning, which, according to the publication, is 
analogous to providing personalized services to citizens: 

Personalisation is a very simple concept. It is about putting citizens at 
the heart of public services and enabling them to have a say in the design 
and improvement of the organisations that serve them. In education this 
can be understood as personalised learning — the drive to tailor educa- 
tion to individual need, interest and aptitude so as to fulfill every young 
person's potential, (p. 5) 

The publication recognized that personalized learning is not new and 
"many schools and teachers [in the United Kingdom] have tailored 
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curriculum and teaching methods to meet the needs of children and 
young people with great success for many years." Now the govern- 
ment wants to "make the best practices universal ... so that across the 
education system the learning needs and talents of young people are 
used to guide decision making" (p. 5). 

Personalized learning recognizes that every child has different 
talents and different needs, and educational institutions and educators 
should be responsive to individual children instead of treating them 
as a collection of products that can be churned out like Henry Ford's 
Model T. This philosophy takes an opposite view to that embodied in 
U.S. education reform, which tries to standardize education in pursuit 
of educational excellence. Although many proponents of standards 
and centralization in the United States may view personalized learn- 
ing as lacking rigor, endorsing complacency, and holding low expecta- 
tions of students, this pamphlet from the U.K. government argues that 
"giving every single child the chance to be the best they can be, what- 
ever their talent or background, is not the betrayal of excellence, it is 
the fulfillment of it" (p. 6). 

Personalized learning is a promising way to prepare citizens for 
the 21st century and an effective approach to helping students develop 
the skills and knowledge needed for the future. It is a dramatic depar- 
ture from the current reform efforts that move toward standardization 
and centralization. To personalize learning, we need to take action on 
multiple levels. 

David H. Hargreaves, an associate director of the Specialist 
Schools and Academies Trust, the United Kingdom's major organiza- 
tion supporting secondary school reform, is perhaps one of the best- 
known scholars on personalized learning among educators in the 
United Kingdom. He is especially known for his "nine gateways to 
personalized learning." According to Hargreaves (2004), "there are 
nine main gateways, each of which provides a distinctive angle on 
personalising learning by ensuring that teaching and support are 
shaped around student needs" (p. 2). The gateways are (1) curriculum, 
(2) advice and guidance, (3) assessment for learning, (4) learning to 
learn, (5) school organization and design, (6) workforce development, 
(7) new technology, (8) mentoring, and (9) student voice. 
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These nine gateways can serve as a useful framework as we con- 
sider how we can personalize learning experiences and opportunities 
so that students follow a path of learning that suits their individual 
aptitudes, needs, and interests. Personalized learning requires a cur- 
riculum that gives learners choices and schools flexibility. Learners 
also need advice and guidance in making choices and taking advan- 
tage of available resources. Personalized learning also necessitates 
changes in how learning is assessed. Hargreaves strongly advocates 
formative assessment. In addition, students need to develop the 
ability to learn how to learn so that they can gain more control and 
independence in their own learning. 

To support personalized learning, schools need to be redesigned 
so that they no longer are organized around age cohorts, classes, and 
classrooms. Instead, schools should be organized around the learning 
needs of students. The educational workforce, according to Har- 
greaves, needs to be restructured as well. Educators are not only those 
who are employed as teachers; the field should be enlarged to include 
experts from outside the school and community. The "enlargement of 
a more differentiated workforce is crucial to personalization" (Har- 
greaves, 2004, p. 4). 

Personalized learning can be supported and enabled through 
creative uses of new technologies and the engagement of mentors 
from both within and outside the school. Student voice — involving 
students in making educational decisions — is another crucial element 
of personalized learning. Hargreaves suggests that student voice may 
be "potentially the most powerful of all [the gateways] for personal- 
izing learning" because 

for many years those who have researched student perspectives on 
school and learning have been astonished at the mature and serious 
way the vast majority of students, even the most disengaged and alien- 
ated, talk about their experience of learning and schooling. They have 
usually remained un-consulted about the many changes that have taken 
place over recent decades. It would be meaningless to say that we are 
personalising learning without involving them in the process. The evi- 
dence is clear: young people are deeply interested in these matters and 
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are ready to play a constructive role; and when they are encouraged to 
do so, the teachers benefit considerably. (2004, p. 5) 

Personalized learning captures the spirit of the proposal by Jeni- 
fer Fox (2008) for an education that focuses on discovering and culti- 
vating the strengths of each individual child instead of focusing on 
proving and remedying their "deficiencies." It also reflects a signifi- 
cant part of the "partnership education" proposed by Riane Eisler 
(2000). Introducing her framework for partnership education, which 
includes three core components — partnership process, content, and 
structure — Eisler asks some provocative questions about education: 

Are each child's intelligences and capabilities treated as unique gifts to be 
nurtured and developed? Do students have a real stake in their education 
so that their innate enthusiasm for learning is not dampened? Do teach- 
ers act primarily as lesson-dispensers and controllers, or as mentors and 
facilitators? . . . Does the curriculum not only effectively teach students 
basic skills as the three R's of reading, writing, and arithmetic but also 
model the life-skills they need to be competent and caring citizens, work- 
ers, parents, and community members? ... Is the structure of a school, 
classroom, and/ or home school one of top-down authoritarian rankings, 
or is it a more democratic one? . . . Do students, teachers, and other staff 
participate in school decision making and rule setting? (pp. xv-xvi) 

Viewing Schools as Global Enterprises: 
The Road to Preparing Global Citizens 

In Beijing's Chaoyan District near the Holiday Inn Lido Hotel stands a 
small gray brick building. Across the street is a Japanese school, and 
nearby are an Italian restaurant, a Korean restaurant, a couple of Chi- 
nese restaurants, and the Eudora bar where I talked with Jean, Hans, 
and Anna, the colleagues whose stories I recounted in Chapter 7. This 
two-story brick building houses the 3e International Kindergarten, an 
experimental site of Education for Global Citizenship (EGC). 

EGC is a curriculum approach developed by the U.S.-China Cen- 
ter for Research on Educational Excellence at Michigan State Univer- 
sity, an R&D center established in 2005 and sponsored by the Hong 
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Kong-based Sun Wan Education Foundation. The mission of the cen- 
ter is to develop an education model that integrates best practices from 
Eastern and Western education traditions to help students develop the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and perspectives needed to thrive in the 
age of globalization. 

The EGC approach has three essential elements: bilingualism, 
biculturalism, and duo-pedagogy. First, EGC aims to cultivate fluency 
in at least two languages, currently English and Chinese. Second, EGC 
is intended to develop a strong cross-cultural competency through 
experiencing two cultures: Chinese and American. Finally, EGC adopts 
two different pedagogical approaches: the child-centered, more 
individual-oriented Western approach and the knowledge-centered, 
more collective-oriented Eastern approach. EGC attempts to provide 
students with a learning program that immerses them in two different 
cultures and languages daily, enabling them to experience transitions 
between cultures and languages, forcing them to confront cultural dif- 
ferences and the discomforts of moving across cultures, supporting 
them in reflecting on their cultural experiences, and enabling them to 
benefit from two distinctive curriculums. In a sense, EGC provides 
two school experiences, one American and one Chinese. 

The 3e (explore, experiment, and express) school reflects the design 
of EGC. Physically, there are two sets of classrooms, one designed and 
decorated like a typical American classroom, the other like a Chinese 
classroom. In the American classroom, the language of instruction 
is English, the teacher is from the United States, and the curriculum 
roughly follows the Reggio Emilia approach. In the Chinese classroom, 
the language of instruction is mandarin Chinese, the teacher is from 
China, and the curriculum is Chinese. Students spend half a day in the 
Chinese classroom and the other half in the American classroom. 

3e is a good example of the third recommendation I have for 
changes in American education: We should view schools as global 
enterprises. Although schools will continue to be funded and con- 
trolled locally, their students will enter a global market in the sense 
that they will be competing with other students around the globe. As 
discussed in Chapter 5, employers have already begun to look for and 
hire talent on a global scale. They can now compare talent and make 
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employment decisions globally. Thus whether a school's "product" — 
its students — can successfully compete in the global market depends on 
its quality fit, and price, just like the product of any global enterprise. 

If we accept the proposal that schools are global enterprises, we 
can then learn a number of things from global businesses. First, we 
must consider what kind of products we want to make, just like Apple 
Computer, Microsoft, Toyota, GM, and Peugeot consider what their 
next product should be. The big questions here are what kind of prod- 
ucts can meet the needs of the global market, what kind of products 
can compete with similar products, and what value we can add to our 
products. We are thus challenged to reconsider what curriculum we 
offer, what talents we want to focus on, and what abilities and knowl- 
edge really count. We must consider these questions in the global 
context. We can no longer think about what we offer from a local 
perspective. (I have already discussed extensively the skills, talents, 
and knowledge that will be of value in the age of globalization in 
chapters 7 and 8.) 

The EGC curriculum reflects this spirit in that it aims to prepare 
cross-culturally competent citizens who will be living and working 
globally, wherever that may be. But more important, it prepares lead- 
ers for globalization. Thus it differs significantly from traditional 
foreign language education programs. Its goal is not to prepare indi- 
viduals who can speak another language and understand another cul- 
ture. Rather, it prepares individuals who are truly bilingual and 
bicultural, who can comfortably and competently cross cultural 
boundaries, who can live successfully in any different culture, and 
who can work with individuals from any cultural background com- 
fortably. Moreover, the EGC approach is an experiment intended to 
integrate two very different educational traditions so as to prepare 
individuals who are both creative and well disciplined. 

The second thing we can learn from global enterprises is making 
use of global resources. Global enterprises look for resources, natural 
and human, globally. If they need certain talents that are not available 
in the organization, they look outside the organization. If the talent is 
not available within the country, they go abroad. Schools should and 
can do the same. If a school wants to offer a certain course but does not 



The Future of American Education 



191 



have the necessary teacher, it should look outside the school. If a school 
wants to offer certain education activities but does not have the exper- 
tise, it should look beyond the school. In fact, many schools have done 
so, but in general the action is still bounded by geography. That is, 
schools may have been tapping into the local community for resourc- 
es, but by and large they have not looked globally. As a consequence, 
what schools can offer is often limited to what they can find in the 
school or the local community. 

With the availability of advanced and inexpensive communica- 
tion and information technologies, resources can be brought in from 
afar. Virtual schools and courses have become increasingly sophisti- 
cated and effective. Research has suggested that there is no significant 
difference in terms of effectiveness between online and face-to-face 
instruction (Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, & Tan, 2005). There is little reason for a 
school that is truly concerned about its student education needs to not 
bring in online versions of courses that it cannot offer face to face 
because it does not have the expertise among its own staff. Barring 
political and financial limits, a school can offer as many foreign lan- 
guages as its students desire by taking advantage of technology. The 
same is true for other courses, such as advanced calculus or algebra, or 
fashion design, or filmmaking. And, indeed, many schools have begun 
to take advantage of this option. For example, the Confucius Institute at 
Michigan State University has begun to offer mandarin Chinese online 
to high school students globally. Thus far, thousands of students in 
many states and countries have enrolled in this course. The institute has 
also helped many schools bring mandarin Chinese language teachers 
from China to join their regular staff. Moreover, the institute has devel- 
oped a massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) 
to provide an immersive Chinese language and cultural learning expe- 
rience for students. In addition to interacting with the game, tutors 
from China are available inside the game to provide instruction and 
support. Some schools have already begun to experiment with the idea 
of having students learn Chinese solely through this game, without hir- 
ing a teacher to be physically present on their campus. 

The third thing we can learn from global enterprises is to con- 
sider what we can offer and who we can serve — that is, our market. 
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Globalization enables businesses to market their products beyond 
their immediate physical location. Schools can do the same. Although 
political challenges still exist, it is desirable for schools to reconsider 
who they can serve and what they can contribute to the global educa- 
tion discourse. Schools should consider themselves as resources and 
assets to other schools, including schools throughout the world. 

For example, in Australia, public schools already enroll interna- 
tional students. Australian schools, primary and secondary, routinely 
have students from foreign countries studying on their campuses as 
regular students, just as universities do. They charge tuition and fees. 
In some sense, the Australian schools, which may be locally funded 
and controlled, have made the transformation from a local entity to a 
global entity by adding students from foreign countries to their own 
local student body. Why can't American public schools do the same? 



Teaching Global Competencies: 
What Schools Can Do 

Chapter 8 of this book highlights the importance of global competency. 
It suggests that to live in the increasingly globalized world, citizens 
need to be able to competently negotiate cultural differences and man- 
age multiple identities, comfortably interact with people from differ- 
ent cultures, and confidently move across cultures as well as the virtual 
and physical worlds. To do so, they need a global perspective — a deep 
understanding of the interconnectedness and interdependence of all 
human beings; a set of global skills — cultural knowledge and linguis- 
tic abilities that enable them to appreciate and respect other cultures 
and peoples and interact with other people; and global attitudes — 
emotional and psychological capacities to manage the anxiety and 
complexity of living in a globalized world. 

To actually make this happen requires determination, effort, and 
resources at all levels. The federal and state governments will need 
to recognize the importance of international and foreign language 
education and the seriousness of the current situation in schools, and 
allocate sufficient political and financial resources to help schools with 
this critical yet extremely difficult change. By "sufficient" I mean at 
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least as much as, if not more than, what has been allocated to math, 
science, and reading, because the majority of schools today do not 
have even the basic infrastructure to consider incorporating interna- 
tional and foreign language education in their programs. 

Many schools will be starting from scratch, and they need to do 
everything from reconfiguring their curriculum, developing or adopt- 
ing a curriculum framework, and identifying teaching materials, to 
recruiting or retraining professional staff in international education 
and foreign languages, organizing international experiences for stu- 
dents, and offering courses in these areas. Although some of these can 
only be accomplished with substantial investment and policy changes, 
schools can take many actions without waiting for such changes. The 
Asia Society's publication Going Global: Preparing Our Students for an 
Interconnected World (2008) is an excellent guidebook for schools. It 
provides practical and specific strategies that schools can take to help 
students develop global competency, with examples from real schools 
that have pioneered efforts in this area. 

The Asia Society guidebook suggests that schools can choose to 
start either by developing a single international element or by trans- 
forming the entire school. Adding a single international dimension is 
most practical for schools that are just beginning their international- 
ization journey. The guide suggests that schools can "use international 
exchanges to promote curriculum change," like Newton North and 
South High Schools in Massachusetts, which have been operating a 
student-faculty exchange program with China's Jingshan School in 
Beijing. Or they can begin by introducing "critical languages to pre- 
pare for the global economy." Creating one or two international cours- 
es like what Evanston Township High School in Illinois has been doing 
is also a good idea (Asia Society, 2008, pp. 10-11). 

Achieving whole-school change requires more than effort and 
resources. It involves changes in the school mission, expected learning 
outcomes, curriculum arrangement, professional development for 
staff, working and communicating with the community, and crea- 
tive use of resources. But it is doable and has been done. The guide- 
book profiles a few internationally themed schools that have begun 
the transformation into schools that prepare students for the global 
future. 
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Finding globally minded and competent teachers is crucial. But 
they are difficult to find because schools of education in the United 
States have historically not been preparing teachers to be internation- 
ally oriented, according to a recent report titled Teacher Preparation for 
the Global Age: The Imperative for Change (Longview Foundation, 2008). 
The report reiterates the call for more internationally minded educa- 
tors and challenges the nation's teacher education institutions to 
recruit and educate teachers with global competence. Some schools of 
education have already begun to take action. For example, Michigan 
State University's College of Education has recently added a global 
educators theme to its teacher education program (Asia Society, 2008), 
and Indiana University's School of Education has been placing 
student teachers in foreign countries (Longview Foundation, 2008). 
However, schools do not have to wait for the new graduates. The Asia 
Society's guidebook suggests other ways to find teachers to help 
address the immediate need. For example, teachers who served as 
Peace Corps volunteers have abundant international experience. 
Teachers can also be brought directly from foreign countries as visit- 
ing teachers. Additionally, schools that are near a university can take 
advantage of what the university offers. And, of course, technology is 
a great way to bring in teachers from other locations. 

Internationalizing the curriculum is another major component of 
a globally oriented education. Besides adding courses that specifically 
focus on global issues as suggested in Chapter 8, the Asia Society's 
guidebook suggests that "international knowledge and skills can be 
integrated into every curriculum area, from math and language arts to 
visual arts and science" (2008, p. 24). The book provides examples of 
how educators in the United States have infused an international 
dimension in science, math, language arts, social studies, world lan- 
guages, visual and performing arts, career and technical education, 
health and physical education, and interdisciplinary courses. 

Globalizing student experiences is another effective and neces- 
sary way to prepare globally competent citizens. This can be achieved 
in a number of ways. Ringwood Secondary College in Melbourne, 
Australia, organizes its senior students for a world tour. They take a 
show that features music, singing, dance, drama, puppetry, projection, 
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and audience interaction to their partner schools around the globe. 
Students in the performance group not only perform, but also stay 
with host families and attend regular classes at the partner school. 
This is a semester-long project, and students normally visit six or 
seven countries. This example may be at the more intensive end of 
the spectrum of global experiences schools can provide, but there are 
other, less demanding options. The Asia Society guidebook suggests 
using technology to conduct virtual visits to online museums, art gal- 
leries, or historical sites in other countries; to interact with peers in 
foreign countries via video conferences; or to work on joint projects 
online. It also suggests short-term international travel, international 
service learning, and international internships. 



Preparing for the Virtual World: 
Technology and Digital Competencies 

Schools can no longer ignore the importance of digital competencies 
or what our children are already doing in the virtual world, with or 
without the involvement of educators. Chapters 7 and 8 discuss the 
importance of digital competencies as potentially valuable skills and 
knowledge for our students. But the already prevalent use of technol- 
ogy by students may be an important factor in their feeling that what 
schools teach is irrelevant. The high dropout rates and disengagement 
found among many students can be partially attributed to schools not 
moving into the "digital age," as Jim Craig, a retired teacher, wrote in 
a local newspaper: 

The fact is, more and more bright, otherwise motivated, talented kids are 
becoming disengaged by the old-fashioned school process. Their digital- 
native minds don't work the old way. They are bored out of their minds. 
I have experienced this with my own children. My oldest is a freshman. 
She gets straight As, plays sports, joins clubs, is respectful to adults and 
loves her friends and most of her teachers. Any adult would say this is a 
kid who should be able to accomplish anything. There is a problem. She 
hates school. Absolutely detests it. Dreads each day. Why? She is a true 
digital native and, as such, is bored to tears with the way that we are 
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running school in our 40-plus-year-old buildings that were designed 
100-plus years ago. Her mind doesn't work that way. (Craig, 2006) 

Craig's view is shared by more experts in this area. Consider, for 
example, Marc Prensky (2001), an internationally known expert in 
digital gaming and learning who claims to have coined the term "digi- 
tal natives" in reference to today's students, who grew up with digital 
technology. He has repeatedly argued that schools are being run by 
"digital immigrants" who do not organize learning or teach the way 
the digital natives are used to and thus enrage and disengage them 
very quickly. Similar observations have been made by a team of 
researchers at Harvard University (Palfrey & Gasser, 2008). The Har- 
vard group goes even further to argue how our schools and society 
may be constraining our children: 

Digital Natives will move markets and transform industries, educa- 
tion, and global politics. The changes they bring about as they move into 
the workforce could have an immensely positive effect on the world 
we live in. By and large, the digital revolution has already made this 
world a better place. And Digital Natives have every chance of propel- 
ling society further forward in myriad ways — // we let them [emphasis 
added], (p. 7) 

To make schools more relevant and to develop digital competen- 
cies, schools must and can take a number of actions to change their 
mindset, policy, and practices around technology. We should acknowl- 
edge that technology is not only a tool for the teacher to use to raise 
test scores, but also an important tool for students to develop digital 
competencies, to be creative in art and music, to develop social skills 
in virtual worlds, and to stay engaged with school. Thus our decisions 
to invest in technology should be based on more than its effectiveness 
in improving academic achievement. Instead of banning MySpace, 
blocking Skype, or forbidding the use of cell phones in schools, we 
should actively create technology-using experiences for students, 
under the supervision of teachers, for productive purposes. The best 
way for students to learn to avoid being taken advantage of by an 
online pedophile or cyber stalker is to teach them how to recognize 
and deal with the criminal, not hide them behind a blocked network. 
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Schools should thus change their policies about students' use of 
technology in schools. Students should not only be allowed to use 
their own technological devices for learning, but more important, they 
should also be given the opportunities to learn how to use technology 
across the curriculum, for handing in assignments, communicating 
with friends and teachers, developing multimedia products, and 
designing video games. Schools should consider digital products as 
valuable and authentic indicators of student learning for assessment 
purposes. 

Schools should offer courses and other learning opportunities to 
help students acquire digital competencies. These offerings should 
move beyond basic technology skills to include authentic projects. 
Authentic products — that is, products that can be used by others or 
that have personal meaning — are effective in motivating students. For 
example, students can work on building a virtual school or commu- 
nity in Second Life, or operate a radio/TV station online using pod- 
casting, or maintain the school Web site. Schools can also organize 
video-game clubs for game playing and designing. 

How we use digital technology and treat our digital native stu- 
dents has significant implications for their future. A quote from the 
book by the Harvard Digital Citizenship project team Born Digital says 
it best: 

[M]ake no mistake: We are at a crossroads. There are two possible paths 
before us — one in which we destroy what is great about the Internet and 
about how young people use it, and one in which we make smart choices 
and head toward a bright future in a digital age. The stakes of our actions 
today are very high. The choices that we are making now will govern 
how our children and grandchildren live their lives in many important 
ways: how they shape their identities, protect their privacy, and keep 
themselves safe; how they create, understand, and shape the informa- 
tion that underlies the decision-making of their generation; and how 
they learn, innovate, and take responsibility as citizens. On one of these 
paths, we seek to constrain their creativity, self-expression, and innova- 
tion in public and private spheres; on the other, we embrace these things 
while minimizing the dangers that come with the new era. (Palfrey & 
Gasser, 2008, p. 7) 
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American education is at a crossroads. Two paths lie in front of 
us: one in which we destroy our strengths in order to catch up with 
others on test scores and one in which we build on our strengths so 
we can keep the lead in innovation and creativity. The current push 
for more standardization, centralization, high-stakes testing, and test- 
based accountability is rushing us down the first path, while what will 
truly keep America strong and Americans prosperous should be the 
latter, the one that cherishes individual talents, cultivates creativity, 
celebrates diversity, and inspires curiosity As we enter a new world 
rapidly changed by globalization and technology, we need to change 
course. Instead of instilling fear in the public about the rise of other 
countries, bureaucratizing education with bean-counting policies, 
demoralizing educators through dubious accountability measures, 
homogenizing school curriculum, and turning children into test takers, 
we should inform the public about the possibilities brought about by 
globalization, encourage education innovations, inspire educators with 
genuine support, diversify and decentralize curriculum, and educate 
children as confident, unique, and well-rounded human beings. 




Afterword 



We all want to provide our children with an excellent education, but 
what that looks like divides us. We also all agree that American educa- 
tion must change, significantly and immediately, but there are different 
views on what changes are needed and how to go about making them 
happen. I have tried my best to present and justify a proposal that is 
diametrically opposed to the more popular view of what American 
education should be like in the 21st century and how to make it hap- 
pen. I hope I have made it clear why more standardization, increased 
outcome-based accountability, and narrow focus on a few subjects that 
we know how to test will not equip American children with what is 
needed to prosper in the age of globalization. More importantly, I hope 
I have convinced you about the potential damages of these measures 
on what our children truly need in the future. Furthermore, I hope that 
you agree with me that creativity, talent diversity, and global and digi- 
tal competences are what will make children successful and Amer- 
ica strong in the 21st century. And to achieve these goals, American 
education should continue to lead the way, not to catch up with other 
countries. 

I had hoped that the widely acknowledged problems of NCLB 
would have caused policy makers to rethink the wisdom of standards, 
accountability, and equating quality of education to student perfor- 
mances on standardized tests in a few subjects. I had also hoped that 
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the historic election of Barack Obama would bring drastic changes. So 
I waited until now to write these last pages to see what changes the 
new administration may bring. 

On March 10, 2009, President Obama unveiled an ambitious 
education agenda in a speech to the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 
(Obama, 2009). Ranging from investment in early childhood educa- 
tion to making college more affordable, from raising standards to 
developing new assessments, from more charter schools to teacher 
merit pay, the president made it clear that he wants massive reforms 
to the American education system. He also promised to "make No 
Child Left Behind live up to its name by ensuring not only that teach- 
ers and principals get the funding that they need, but that the money 
is tied to results" (Obama, 2009). His Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan has also toured the nation to talk about the new administra- 
tion's agenda and hear about NCLB from the field. 

As of this moment, I am both encouraged and concerned. I am 
encouraged because President Obama recognizes we live in a time that 
is different from the past and that we must give our children "the 
knowledge and skills they need in this new and changing world." I am 
encouraged because he recognizes that these skills and knowledge are 
not the same as the ability to "fill in a bubble on a test," and thus he 
called for "standards and assessments that [measure] whether they pos- 
sess 21st century skills like problem-solving and critical thinking and 
entrepreneurship and creativity" (Obama, 2009). I am also encouraged 
by his intention to invest in innovations and new ideas for schools. I 
am further encouraged by his recognition of the problems of NCLB. 

But I am also very concerned. I am concerned about how his 
administration defines "the knowledge and skills" our children need. 
Although Obama did talk about "critical thinking and entrepreneur- 
ship and creativity," all of the examples he cited to show how Ameri- 
can students are behind are the test scores and curriculum in math 
and reading. I am most concerned that his proposal to end the "race to 
the bottom" problem, that is, states lowering their standards to meet 
NCLB mandates, serves as the impetus for national standards. As he 
challenges and motivates "states to adopt world-class standards that 
will bring our curriculums to the 21st century" with billions of dollars 
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in "race to the top" funding, it may result in national exercises of writ- 
ing standards for a limited number of subjects. 

The probability of another round of standards and testing move- 
ment of the Clinton era is very high although neither President Obama 
nor his Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has uttered the word. 
Their faith in standards as a solution to America's education prob- 
lems is well evidenced: "The solution to low test scores is not lowering 
standards — it's tougher, clearer standards," said Obama (Obama, 2009). 
And this faith is shared by the nation's state leaders. For example, in 
December 2008, the state education policy makers pledged to use 
international benchmarking as a way to make the "efforts to raise 
standards, advance teaching quality, and improve low-performing 
schools" more effective (National Governors' Association, Council of 
Chief State School Officers, & Achieve, 2008, p. 6). A report jointly 
released by the National Governors Association, Council of Chief State 
School Officers, and Achieve Inc., called state leaders to take five 
actions to ensure a world-class education for American students: 

Action 1: Upgrade state standards by adopting a common core 
of internationally benchmarked standards in math and 
language arts for grades K-12 to ensure that students are 
equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to be 
globally competitive. 

Action 2: Leverage states' collective influence to ensure that 
textbooks, digital media, curricula, and assessments are 
aligned to internationally benchmarked standards and 
draw on lessons from high performing nations and states. 

Action 3: Revise state policies for recruiting, preparing, devel- 
oping, and supporting teachers and school leaders to reflect 
the human capital practices of top-performing nations and 
states around the world. 

Action 4: Hold schools and systems accountable through 
monitoring, interventions, and support to ensure consis- 
tently high performance, drawing upon international best 
practices. 
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Action 5: Measure state-level education performance globally 
by examining student achievement and attainment in an 
international context to ensure that, over time, students are 
receiving the education they need to compete in the 21st 
century economy. (National Governors' Association, et al., 
2008, p. 6) 

As I have discussed in much detail elsewhere in the book, the 
faith in high standards as a solution is misplaced. Theoretically national 
curriculum standards for each subject can be useful, but unless we can 
develop sound standards for all subjects and knowledge we think our 
students should have, unless we can develop and implement valid 
and reliable assessment for all standards, unless we can enable our 
students to choose from a wide range of offerings, and unless we can 
attach equal value to a broad range of knowledge and skills, national 
standards will do more harm than good. As a recent study of the 
standards-based reform in the United States shows, after some 20 
years of experiments, all the expected positive outcomes of standards- 
based reform remain elusive, while unintended and undesirable con- 
sequences have all borne out (Hamilton, Stecher, & Yuan, 2008). 

The essence of this book is about what high-quality education is. 
In my thinking, education is much more than the memorization of 
prescribed skills and knowledge bits. And education, to slightly mod- 
ify John Dewey, is not (only) a preparation for life; education is (also) 
life itself. Furthermore, education is about helping each and every 
child to realize his or her potential, not molding them into economic 
working beings for a state. In this spirit, I offer this book to our politi- 
cal leaders, educators, and parents who are designing and implement- 
ing education for our sons and daughters, who will live in a time that 
is different from ours. 

May 2009 
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